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MICHAEL SHIFTER

The 2020 United States pres-
idential campaign is already 
in full swing in Latin Amer-

ica. Four hot-button issues that 
helped propel President Donald 
Trump to the White House in 2016 
are already coming into play in his 
approach with the region, and they 
are being driven by two parallel 
electoral strategies: appeals to his 
political base nationwide on im-
migration, drugs and trade, and a 
hard sell directed at South Florida 
on Cuba and Venezuela.

Since he announced his candi-
dacy in 2015, Trump has treated 
Mexico as a proxy and scapegoat, 
particularly on immigration and 
trade, two issues on which he 
promised a radical policy shift. 
Calls to build “the wall” on the 
United States-Mexico border 
became shorthand for a tough, 
aggressive stance on these issues 
that reliably rallies and excites 
Trump’s hard-core supporters.

But closing down the border, as 
the president threatened to do re-
cently, would hurt both countries 
and cause irreparable damage to 
what is arguably the United States’ 
most crucial relationship. On April 
4, under pressure from Republi-
cans in Congress, he backed off 
that threat, only to issue another 
one: “We’re going to give them a 
one-year warning, and if the drugs 
don’t stop or largely stop, we’re 
going to put tariffs on Mexico and 
products, particularly cars.”

Until now, President Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador of Mexico 
has done a great deal to accommo-
date Trump, including working 
out an updated NAFTA agreement 
and allowing Central American 
refugees to remain in Mexico 
while their asylum claims are be-
ing adjudicated. The move to close 
the border will test the limits of 
López Obrador’s forbearance. On 
March 29, the Mexican foreign 
minister, Marcelo Ebrard, said on 
Twitter: “Mexico does not act on 
the basis of threats. We are a great 

neighbour.”
Perhaps just as outrageous, 

Trump also announced that 
he would cut aid to the three 
countries of Central America’s 
so-called “Northern Triangle” — 
Guatemala, El Salvador and Hon-
duras — citing their failure to curb 
the continuing mass outflow of 
migrants headed for the United 
States.

This move has led some to 
speculate that Trump is seek-
ing to deepen the crises in these 
countries, which could result in 
exploding migration flows and 
that could pose a “real” nation-
al security crisis on the United 
States-Mexico border, thus jus-
tifying the president’s hard-line 
policies and providing a powerful 
campaign issue.

It remains to be seen wheth-
er Trump even has the author-
ity to cut off congressionally 
appropriated funding, or if he’ll 
follow through on these threats. 
But the announcement under-
standably left the governments 
of Guatemala, Honduras and El 
Salvador bewildered, having done 
everything to accommodate the 
United States.

The Guatemalan and Hondu-

ran governments sought to curry 
favour with the Trump adminis-
tration by moving, or considering 
moving, their embassies in Israel 
to Jerusalem. Trump’s announce-
ment is particularly insulting to 
El Salvador’s incoming president, 
Nayib Bukele. On a recent visit 
to Washington, Bukele unveiled 
a much tougher policy on Vene-
zuela and pledged to review the 
outgoing government’s decision 
to break with Taiwan and rec-
ognise China — both diplomatic 
wins for the Trump administra-
tion. Moreover, there is evidence 
that United States assistance is 
helping reduce migration from 
El Salvador.

On the drug question, too, the 
president is posturing to shore 
up his political base for the cam-
paign. The Colombian president, 
Ivan Duque, recently met with 
Trump and vowed to pursue a 
United States-backed strategy 
to bring down rising levels of 
coca production. But that wasn’t 
enough. Duque was reportedly 
taken aback when Trump told 
reporters, “he (Duque) said how 
he was going to stop drugs. More 
drugs are coming out of Colom-
bia right now than before he was 

president — so he has done noth-
ing for us.” The title of an article 
that ran in the Colombian weekly 
magazine, Semana, was telling: 
“With Friends Like These.”

The Colombian president de-
serves better treatment. Duque 
has been the Trump adminis-
tration’s most steadfast regional 
partner in pressuring the regime 
in neighbouring Venezuela. His 
government is struggling to cope 
with over 1.3 million Venezue-
lans who have fled to Colombia. 
As the United States presidential 
campaign picks up steam, United 

States-Colombia ties are in dan-
ger of becoming “re-narcotised,” 
which would undermine efforts 
in recent years to broaden the 
bilateral agenda.

The Trump administration’s 
approach towards Venezuela and 
Cuba should be distinguished 
from issues of nationwide con-
cern such as immigration, drugs, 
and trade. Still, there is little 
question that domestic politics, 
largely focused on South Florida, 
is a key element helping to shape 
policy. More ideological factors, 
advanced less by Trump himself 
and more by his national security 
adviser, John Bolton, and Marco 
Rubio, the Florida senator, are 
also relevant.

The Trump administration’s 
sustained pressure on the Ven-
ezuelan dictatorship, carried 
out in concert with hemispheric 
and European allies, has rightly 
provided badly needed support 
for a democratic transition to a 
beleaguered Venezuela. But the 
United States’ agenda in Vene-
zuela is tightly linked to the ad-
ministration’s pursuit of regime 
change in Cuba, as Bolton has 
repeatedly made clear. Though 
in Latin America there is no love 

lost for the Cuban regime, the 
region is more cautious about 
Cuba than Venezuela. Most Latin 
Americans consider the past six 
decades of United States poli-
cy toward Cuba (aside from the 
two-year opening under Obama) 
to be a failure and strongly op-
pose any new threats and pun-
ishments.

To be sure, infelicitous phras-
es by Trump and other senior 
administration officials like, “All 
options are on the table,” and, 
“I wish Nicolás Maduro and his 
top advisers a long, quiet re-
tirement, living on a nice beach 
somewhere,” may draw cheers, 
help deliver votes, and generate 
money in a critical swing state in 
2020. But they also evoke possi-
ble military action and, as a re-
sult, risk weakening or dividing 
the broad coalition that has been 
forged on Venezuela.

To preserve this coalition — a 
major asset for the United States’ 
Venezuela policy — the Trump 
administration needs to keep its 
posturing for electoral purposes 
in check. Invoking the “social-
ism” boogeyman in Venezuela as 
a way to attack the Democratic 
Party for its health care and New 
Green Deal proposals shows how 
the hemisphere’s worst crisis 
could be used in the presidential 
campaign.

It would be naïve to call for 
a moratorium on theatrics as 
November 2020 looms. Playing 
on domestic politics with Latin 
American issues may work for 
Trump as he pursues a second 
term. Still, it is crucial not to com-
pletely lose sight of the national 
interest, which means investing 
wisely in Central America and 
cooperating closely with Mexico. 
Trump needs to stick with the 
broad coalition on Venezuela, es-
chew any suggestion of military 
action there and any reference to 
regime change in Cuba. These is-
sues should command bipartisan 
support. If not handled well, they 
could have consequences for the 
United States policy in the region 
for decades to come.

(Michael Shifter is the president of the 
inter-American Dialogue, a Wash-

ington-based think tank focused on 
Western Hemisphere affairs. )

ONLY THOSE WHO HAVE PA-
TIENCE TO DO SIMPLE THINGS 
PERFECTLY EVER ACQUIRE 
THE SKILL TO DO DIFFICULT 
THINGS EASILY.  
JAMES J. CORBETT
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Latin America is already Trump’s 2020 
presidential campaign testing ground

The US president needs to keep co-operating closely with Mexico  
and refraining from bullying partners in the region

With reference to Josh-
ua Goldstein’s “Nu-
clear Power can save 

the world”, while the premise 
and the factors supporting it are 
quite convincing, the two disas-
ters, Chernobyl and Fukushima, 
by themselves provide as strong 
a reason as ever not to consider 
expansion of nuclear power until 
the risks are mitigated. 

Fukushima is still contaminat-
ing the Pacific ocean at an unbe-
lievable level, and this is impact-
ing not only the environment, but 
the surrounding community, and 
thousands around the world con-
suming products subject to the 
contamination. 

To simplify the disaster and say 
no one died is overly simplistic 
and reckless, as the long term im-

pact of the disaster which has 
yet to be stopped, controlled or 
mitigated in any fashion, will not 
be fully known for generations. 

At a basic starting point, the 
Fukushima disaster must be re-
solved, and the risks associated 
with it must be mitigated substan-
tially to warrant an expansion of 
nuclear power.

Omar Haydar 

How can we forget Chernobyl, Fukushima?  

Excavators piling nuclear contamination at a temporary place in Tomioka, Fukushima prefecture.

The Trump administration’s 
approach towards 

Venezuela and Cuba 
should be distinguished 

from issues of nationwide 
concern such as 

immigration, drugs, and 
trade. 
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Today is the day the 
shoe moved to the 

other foot. This is a big 
deal. For two years, the 
media breathlessly cov-
ered, and acquiesced to, 
allegations against Trump, 
no matter how absurd. 
Now the allegations are 
against the Obama Admin. 
Why do I think the cover-
age wil be different?

@AriFleischer

In the richest country 
in the world, when 

you are sick, you should 
be able to see a doctor. If 
your child needs to go to 
the hospital, you should 
not end up in bankrupt-
cy. That is not a radical 
idea. It is an issue of basic 
justice. #MedicareForAll

@BernieSanders

Everybody is now ac-
knowledging that, 

right from the time I an-
nounced my run for Pres-
ident, I was 100% correct 
on the Border. Remember 
the heat I took? Demo-
crats should now get rid of 
the loopholes. The Border 
is being fixed. Mexico will 
not let people through!

@realDonaldTrump

A college girl made un-
founded allegations 

that she was targeted be-
cause of her religion. Her 
story was found to be un-
true. Now she has been 
suspended from college. 
Before she is further dis-
graced, ask: did she act 
this way because she saw 
mileage in victimhood? 
Was she a copycat?

@swapan55

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)
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decades of United States poli-
cy toward Cuba (aside from the 
two-year opening under Obama) 
to be a failure and strongly op-
pose any new threats and pun-
ishments.

To be sure, infelicitous phras-
es by Trump and other senior 
administration officials like, “All 
options are on the table,” and, 
“I wish Nicolás Maduro and his 
top advisers a long, quiet re-
tirement, living on a nice beach 
somewhere,” may draw cheers, 
help deliver votes, and generate 
money in a critical swing state in 
2020. But they also evoke possi-
ble military action and, as a re-
sult, risk weakening or dividing 
the broad coalition that has been 
forged on Venezuela.

To preserve this coalition — a 
major asset for the United States’ 
Venezuela policy — the Trump 
administration needs to keep its 
posturing for electoral purposes 
in check. Invoking the “social-
ism” boogeyman in Venezuela as 
a way to attack the Democratic 
Party for its health care and New 
Green Deal proposals shows how 
the hemisphere’s worst crisis 
could be used in the presidential 
campaign.

It would be naïve to call for 
a moratorium on theatrics as 
November 2020 looms. Playing 
on domestic politics with Latin 
American issues may work for 
Trump as he pursues a second 
term. Still, it is crucial not to com-
pletely lose sight of the national 
interest, which means investing 
wisely in Central America and 
cooperating closely with Mexico. 
Trump needs to stick with the 
broad coalition on Venezuela, es-
chew any suggestion of military 
action there and any reference to 
regime change in Cuba. These is-
sues should command bipartisan 
support. If not handled well, they 
could have consequences for the 
United States policy in the region 
for decades to come.

(Michael Shifter is the president of the 
inter-American Dialogue, a Wash-

ington-based think tank focused on 
Western Hemisphere affairs. )

1964
Brazilian Marshal Humberto de 
Alencar Castelo Branco is elect-
ed President by the National 
Congress.

1965
The Palm Sunday tornado 
outbreak of 1965: Fifty-one 
tornadoes hit in six Midwestern 
states, killing 256 people.

1968
President Lyndon B. Johnson signs 
the Civil Rights Act of 1968, pro-
hibiting discrimination in the sale, 
rental, and financing of housing.

1968
Assassination attempt on Rudi 
Dutschke, leader of the German 
student movement.
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Latin America is already Trump’s 2020 
presidential campaign testing ground

The US president needs to keep co-operating closely with Mexico  
and refraining from bullying partners in the region

My daughter’s  
America — and mine

This country will be a homeland for her in ways 
 it never could be for an immigrant like me

BORIS FISHMAN 

For my entire adult life 
I’ve been trying to get 
back to the Europe I left 

in 1988 as a nine-year-old ref-
ugee from the Soviet Union. 
Get back there formally, once 
more with European passport 
in hand. No more statelessness 
for me, please.

This feels like a rare form of 
ingratitude. America not only 
took my family in, but also 
gave us all the opportunities 
we couldn’t have as Jews in 
the Soviet Union. Despite all 
the ways the United States has 
abandoned its citizens in re-
cent decades — this is no longer 
the America we immigrated to 
— I admire it beyond measure 
for those opportunities. But I 
have never been able to make 
myself fall in love with Ameri-
ca. I have never genuinely felt 
at home here.

Europe, however, has seemed 
not to want me. An attempt last 
year to secure European Union 
citizenship through my wife — 
her mother has roots in Ireland 
— fell through because some-
one somewhere failed to fill 
out the right paperwork. And 
my fantasies of the citizenship 
that Spain offers to those who 
have Sephardic Jewish ances-
try had no influence on the 23 
and Me test that found me to 
be 99.8 per cent Ashkenazi. 
Even my home country, Bela-
rus, took away my citizenship 
when my family left — not that 
I want to go back to Minsk.

Then, this winter, my wife 
and I had a daughter. I knew 
s h e ’d  b e  s p e c i a l  b e c a u s e 
whereas most babies look like 
Winston Churchill, mine was 
a copy of Nikita Khrushchev. 

She even liked throwing her 
right arm into the air, as if she 
were about to bang a United 
Nations podium with a shoe.

Now, however, she seems to 
be transitioning from Soviet 
premier to … Irish lad. It would 
be startling enough if she were 
blond — given my side of the 
family, its dark-complexioned 
percentile surely as high as 
its Ashkenazi provenance. But 
she’s red-haired. And her skin 
is as pale as the County Cork 
sky between September and 
May.

Without effort,  Agnes — 
my daughter even carries an 
Irish spinster’s name, or so my 
mother-in-law reminded me 
endlessly when we named her 
— will feel a sense of belong-
ing in America of the kind re-

served for those who live in the 
place where they were born. I 
want her to. It’s the thing I’ve 
missed most sorely in my life, 
and surely part of the reason 
I married an American wom-
an free of the complexes be-
queathed by my home culture.

But it’s the first division be-
tween me and my daughter, 
and it has made me wonder 
whether we can heal it.

I want Agnes to know what 
exile is. For all its discom-
fort, firsthand experience of 
being an outsider is a shorter 
route to empathy than even 
the most well-meaning imag-
ination. And the rejection I’ve 
experienced has fostered the 
resilience that’s one of my most 
valued possessions.

So I read to Agnes in Russian: 
fairy tales, Marina Tsvetae-
va, Vladimir Nabokov, Sergei 
Dovlatov. But you can’t fake 
your way to otherness. Besides, 
it’s a little soon to start draw-
ing up identity plans for my 

child. Instead, I’ve spent some 
of my sleepless hours at her 
side looking in my own mirror, 
wondering why I continue to 
feel so foreign in America and 
whether I’ve come to depend 
on that feeling.

Exile has been very good to 
me — three books and count-
ing. But somewhere between 
3 a.m. and 5 a.m. the other 

night, I reread the first 50 pag-
es of a book I started writing 
in the fall, and was consumed 
with shame: There I was at the 
old game once again. Joseph 
Brodsky warned against this: 
“A writer in exile is, by and 
large,” he writes, a “retroac-
tive being” who asks, “Why 
not push the good old stuff 
around a bit more?” But “a free 
man, when he fails, blames 
nobody.”

In other words, without the 
past, you really have to use your 
imagination. But what if yours 
seems to work only there? 
What if you can’t connect to 
most of the epochal issues roil-
ing this country and animating 
so much of its current art? All 
this time after I came here, is 
my adopted homeland really 
such a bad match? Or have I 
failed it instead?

I barely remember my Sovi-
et childhood. I’ve always as-
sumed this was because it was 
sweet and unremarkable; the 

Soviet Union was often unkind 
to my Jewish family, but my 
parents were ferocious in shel-
tering me. (I think of that fairy 
tale in which the knight swings 
his saber over the princess so 
quickly that not one raindrop 
reaches her head.) The tempt-
ing Freudian revision is that 
something darker festered 
underneath — there was no 
shortage of bigger boys who 
came to the yard in front of my 
apartment building to demand 
last names so that the Jews 
among us could get a beating. 
But perhaps I’ve needed my 
childhood to remain hazy not 
because of anything that hap-
pened in Minsk but because of 
the painful vividness of what 
followed.

When we got to America, 
my parents’ shielding powers 
dissolved. Their cape, and the 
responsibilities that went with 
it, passed to my shoulders: I 
learned English and gained the 
cultural fluency that my fami-
ly now came to depend on to 
answer all the questions that 
they had answered for me in 
the Soviet Union.

America is responsible for 
the abrupt end of my child-
hood, for my sudden consign-
ment, at 10 or 11, to an exist-
ence filled with constant worry 
and fear — something that took 
me a long time to realize, con-
sidering that we moved from 
repression to freedom. My 
family is more settled now, but 
the worry has never left. And 
so I continue to nurse the illu-
sion that this American life has 
a nobler, more secure antidote 
somewhere east of Lisbon.

Embarrassingly, it has tak-
en me 30 years in the States 
— though only a few months 
since my daughter’s birth — to 
accept that no greater home 
awaits me in Europe, that my 
fantasy of something more 
whole has its fulfilment some-
where within me rather than 
in a physical place. It’s time to 
grow up in America, alongside 
Agnes.

But how to undo a false 
estrangement that, over the 
years, has come to feel like a 
home of its own? I don’t know. 
Even if I succeed, America will 
never be the homeland for me 
that it is for Agnes, and I hope 
she will be more forgiving of 
her father’s disorientation than 
I was of my parents’.

And if she is lucky, America 
will remain sane enough for 
her childhood to last exactly 
as long as it should. I will be 
ferocious in making sure that 
it does.

(Boris Fishman is the author, most 
recently, of “Savage Feast: Three 

Generations, Two Continents, and a 
Dinner Table”.)
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exactly as long as it should. 
I will be ferocious in making 

sure that it does.


