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PRESENTATION

The EU-LAC Foundation is pleased to present the publication “Opportunities for the 
bi-regional strategic partnership in shaping a greener recovery” that gathers the three 
winning essays of the II EU-LAC Essay Competition on the Bi-regional Partnership.

The competition was convened with the objective of identifying the challenges caused 
by the need to rebuild from the damage caused by the Pandemic, as well as the 
opportunities and priorities in the bi-regional partnership in terms of environmental 
sustainability.

The theme selected for the second edition of the competition responds to common 
priorities identified by high authorities of both regions. In December 2020, at the 
EU27-LAC Informal Ministerial Meeting, Ministers of Foreign Affairs from the European 
Union, Latin America and the Caribbean countries recognised that “economic recovery 
from the socio-economic damage caused by the pandemic cannot be sustainable 
without addressing the global challenges of climate change and biodiversity loss and 
moving towards the circular economy”. In addition, the Ministers highlighted their 
mutual interest in seeking ambitious outcomes at the COP26 to be held in November 
2021 in Glasgow. 

Senior officials from both regions have frequently stressed the importance of taking 
action to enable climate resilient low-carbon development. This means that economic 
recovery must promote sustainable development, aim for carbon neutrality in the 
second half of this century and meet international commitments.

There are several opportunities for countries in the European Union, Latin America 
and the Caribbean to incorporate climate-friendly initiatives into their economic 
recovery plans, with the aim of building a more sustainable and resilient future. And 
this resonates with public opinion: recent studies show that 71% (seventy-one percent) 
of the global public believe that climate change is as serious a long-term problem as 
COVID-19 and support a greener economic recovery (Ipsos Global Advisor, 2020).

Notable among these opportunities is the European Green Deal, a package of legislative 
measures aimed at achieving the EU’s net zero carbon emissions targets by 2050. Latin 
American and Caribbean countries have also made substantial progress in meeting 
the challenges of tackling climate change. Through specific climate change legislation, 
these countries are developing low-emission strategies and policies.  

It is clear, however, that the objectives of these efforts cannot be achieved if countries 
act alone. Bi-regional partnership is key to successfully overcoming this pandemic and 
sustainably meeting the challenge of climate change.



VI

The three prize-winning essays point in this direction. Using the case of lithium 
in Argentina, Melisa Escosteguy and Walter Fernando Díaz Paz identify possible 
points and instruments of cooperation in the environmental, social, political, and 
economic dimensions. In the second essay, Iosu Iribarren López and Fernando 
de la Cruz Prego outline the possible commercial, political and cooperation 
implications for the bi-regional association within the new carbon emissions border 
adjustment mechanism of the EU. Finally, in the third essay, Augusto Heras, 
analyses the EU-LAC strategic partnership and suggests some paths of cooperation 
for a green recovery.

The EU-LAC Foundation would like to thank Alonso Brenes, Consultant at the 
World Bank and Guy Edwards, Senior Consultant at the Inter-American 
Development Bank for being part of the outstanding international jury committee 
that evaluated the three winning essays of this second competition.

Enjoy your reading!

Adrián Bonilla
Executive Director
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1. FAIR BI-REGIONAL COOPERATION
FOR A GREEN RECOVERY.
CONSIDERATIONS DERIVED FROM
THE CASE OF LITHIUM PRODUCTION
IN ARGENTINA
Melisa Escosteguy1 
Walter Fernando Díaz Paz2

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Different policies aimed at decarbonising the energy matrix are being promoted by 
many countries and regions. In Argentina, these policies translate into the advancement 
of projects related to the production of lithium and the generation of energy from 
renewable sources. In this essay we address the possibilities for cooperation between 
the European Union (EU) and Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) in the context of 
the efforts to move towards a greener recovery. 

To do this, we look at a particular case – lithium production in Argentina – and we 
analyse the power asymmetries that exist between countries of the North and the 
Global South and their possible impacts on the cooperation between regions such as 
the EU and the LAC. Suggesting a fair energy transition as a horizon, we propose the 
need for a bi-regional cooperation based on horizontal and equitable principles, and we 
identify three dimensions that the advancement of the cooperation must be based on. 
After pointing out some useful interregional tools for a greener recovery, we conclude 
that these proposals should include the collaborative design of different management 
instruments that allow for the decarbonisation of the current energy matrix and enable 
democratic, sustainable and decentralised access to energy.

INTRODUCTION

Efforts to mitigate climate change have become urgent over the recent years. Different 
policies aimed at decarbonising the energy matrix are being promoted by large regions 
such as the European Union3, and by influential countries such as the United States and 
China. Whilst the transition to more sustainable energy sources has already begun, the 

1 Anthropologist and CONICET doctoral fellow
2 Engineer in Natural Resources and Environment and CONICET doctoral fellow
3 “2050 long-term strategy”, accessed on 25 August 2021, https://ec.europa.eu/clima/eu-action/climate-

strategies-targets/2050-long-term-strategy_en#tab-0-0

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/eu-action/climate-strategies-targets/2050-long-term-strategy_en#tab-0-0
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/eu-action/climate-strategies-targets/2050-long-term-strategy_en#tab-0-0
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development of “green” technologies has accelerated. Electric vehicles, together with 
photovoltaic panels and wind energy, are some of the fastest advancing technologies 
(Habib, Hansdóttir and Habib 2020; Lee et al. 2020). However, one of the great problems 
of this transition is its high dependence on some metals and minerals (Voskoboynik 
and Andreucci 2021; Wang et al. 2020).

Lithium, in particular, is used in the manufacture of batteries for electric mobility and 
renewable energy storage, which is why it is as a critical element for this period. In 
2020 it was incorporated into the lists of critical minerals put forward by the European 
Union and the United States (Vázques 2020). Currently, Argentina is the fourth largest 
lithium producer in the world and the second largest lithium supplier to the European 
Union4. Large automakers such as BMW, Tesla, Volkswagen and Toyota have partnered 
with lithium-producing companies in Argentina to guarantee their lithium supply and 
thus compliance with the decarbonisation policies.

In the Puna region of Argentina, lithium is extracted from brine, in the continental 
salt flats that are located in the north of the country. Evaporitic techniques used for its 
extraction consist of pumping brine into large evaporation pools where, after months, 
a concentrated solution is obtained. Although today the Puna region has taken centre 
stage at the international level for its lithium reserves and for being part of the so-called 
“Lithium Triangle” (Argentina, Bolivia and Chile), it has been historically inhabited by 
indigenous and peasant communities. Small-scale agriculture, animal husbandry of 
goats, llamas, and sheep, along with the production of textiles and handicrafts, have 
for centuries supported the communities (Dorn and Ruiz Peyré 2020; Göbel 2013). In 
this context, the concessions granted by provincial governments to lithium-producing 
companies overlap with grazing lands, indigenous territories, and even protected 
areas. Various conflicts have for this reason taken place over the use of water and 
the territory, creating tensions between the mining companies, the State and the 
communities (Argento and Puente 2019; Dorn 2020).

Some environmental problems have added to the social conflicts that have arisen since 
the start of the prospecting and exploitation of lithium. Recent studies have shown that 
there is a correlation between the extraction of lithium from brines and the decrease 
in vegetation cover and the increase in temperatures in the areas surrounding the 
projects (Liu and Agusdinata 2020; Liu, Agusdinata and Myint 2019). Changes have 
also been recorded in the water table levels of the salt flats and, more generally, in 
the hydrogeological balance (Marazuela et al. 2019a; 2019b). The water consumption 
derived from the entire production process has also been addressed (Flexer, Baspineiro 
and Galli 2018) and it has been identified that the availability of groundwater has 
decreased in the area near the extraction and some solutions have been proposed to 
optimise the water usage (Baspineiro, Franco and Flexer 2020; Liu and Agusdinata 
2021). As with other critical minerals, much of the lithium currently traded is extracted 

4 “Carbonates; lithium carbonate imports from Argentina in 2019»”, accessed on 25 August 2021, https://
wits.worldbank.org/trade/comtrade/en/country/All/year/2019/tradeflow/Imports/partner/ARG/ 
product/283691

https://wits.worldbank.org/trade/comtrade/en/country/All/year/2019/tradeflow/Imports/partner/ARG/
https://wits.worldbank.org/trade/comtrade/en/country/All/year/2019/tradeflow/Imports/partner/ARG/


3

from developing countries where governments have failed to apply environmental 
control regulations and policies to take advantage of the income generated by extraction 
(Wang 2020).

Orlando, a resident of Susques, a community in the Argentine Puna, summed up his 
concerns about the extraction of lithium and the energy transition in Argentina as 
follows: “I say that God wants an electric car to arrive here one day because I believe 
that we are benefiting other people, other continents, we are in a place of purity and 
our benefits are taken from us (...) I do not know if one day we will have electric cars 
here, probably so, and it is likely that when we finally have those electric cars, then 
maybe for them it will already be considered garbage”. In addition to pointing out his 
concerns, Orlando also pointed out some asymmetries between the territories where 
lithium is extracted and the centres where electric vehicles are manufactured: “Lithium 
will be that way. They are going to benefit, they are going to stop contaminating their 
city for several years, there will be a pause in the pollution in their industry, and then 
they are going to give us back our lithium, which is natural to our land, but lithium 
that has been industrialised (...) and we will have to keep that.” Orlando’s concern 
stems from the lack of public policies in Argentina to guide the energy transition in 
a democratic way, but also from the absence of consultation with communities about 
lithium production in their territory (Marchegiani, Morgera and Parks 2020).

Bearing these concerns in mind, in this essay we address cooperation between the 
EU and the LAC region in the context of efforts to mitigate climate change and move 
towards a greener recovery. For this, we start from a particular case and a premise. Our 
case is the production of lithium in Argentina and its role in this recovery worldwide. 
Our premise is that fair bi-regional cooperation is essential, insofar as it questions the 
ways in which the energy transition is currently developing and provides horizontal 
tools to generate improvements and open the debate on the subject in the EU and LAC 
countries. 

ENERGY TRANSITIONS, LITHIUM AND JUSTICE

Some studies have indicated that energy transitions generate or may generate winners 
and losers, deepening on the vulnerability of some countries and communities (Sovacool 
et al. 2019a; Sovacool et al. 2021) and driving dispossession, environmental degradation 
and uneven development (Kramarz et al. 2021). To move towards a greener recovery in 
global terms, the energy transition should guarantee social justice throughout the entire 
production process. In the case of lithium, fair and sustainable practices should be 
guaranteed from extraction to use in electric vehicles (Perreault 2020). In fact, however, 
lithium extraction and the policies that support it have generated injustices that call 
into question the justice of the entire production process and of the energy transition in 
general (Marchegiani, Morgera and Parks 2020; Escosteguy in press).



4

In order to contribute to the mitigation of climate change and to the objectives set out 
in the 2030 Agenda and in the Paris Agreement, it is essential to reduce CO2 emissions 
produced by the transport sector. Although other sectors need to be transformed in 
parallel (the energy sector, the industrial sector and agriculture, among others), 
transport is particularly important since it represents approximately 27% of the EU’s 
total emissions (Pichler et al. 2021). Guided by this concern, EU member countries 
have promoted the manufacture of electric vehicles with financial and non-financial 
incentives that vary from country to country (ACEA 2020; Fluchs 2020). They have 
furthermore passed legislation and quality standards for the manufacture of batteries, 
which are currently being updated to guarantee sustainability throughout the entire 
life cycle5. This last objective is however far from being achieved.

Whilst lithium has allowed to promote the transition towards electromobility in some 
countries of the so-called “Global North” and is conceived by environmentalists and 
academics of these countries as a possibility to advance towards a post-carbon future 
(Perreault 2020), for those who inhabit the territories where the extraction is carried 
out, lithium has deepened some inequalities. These inequalities are often based on the 
actions of the companies responsible for the production of lithium and the inadequate 
policies to regulate the extraction.

Currently, in Argentina only two lithium projects are in production (despite there 
are more than 60 projects in initial stages). One of them is Fénix, located in Salar del 
Hombre Muerto and operated by Minera del Altiplano, the Argentine subsidiary of 
Livent Corporation. The other is the Salar de Olaroz project located in the salt flat 
under the same name and operated by Sales de Jujuy, a joint venture between Orocobre 
Limited, Toyota Tsusho Corporation and JEMSE. Although Fénix has been operating 
since 1997 and Salar de Olaroz since 2015, in neither of the two cases was there a prior, 
free and informed consultation carried out in the terms established by the National 
Constitution and ILO Convention 169 (Marchegiani, Morgera and Parks 2020). This 
has generated some conflicts, linked to mobilisations demanding a consultation in the 
terms established by law in the case of Olaroz, and mobilisations in the territories 
surrounding Fénix, rejecting the construction of a new aqueduct to supply water to 
the project (Escosteguy, in press). In addition to giving rise to conflicts, the absence of 
consultation leads to the impossibility for communities to decide on their future and 
to participate in the decision-making that affects their territories, their ways of life and 
their resources.

In addition to the lack of proper consultation, there have been demonstrations related 
to the partially informal work that local workers carry out at the plant. The COVID-19 
pandemic has even increased these vulnerabilities as many workers have been laid 

5 “Questions and Answers on Sustainable Batteries Regulation”, accessed on 25 August 2021, https://
ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_2311

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_2311
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_2311
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off6. Another reason for tension between local communities, mining companies and 
provincial states arises from the fact that the inhabitants of the territory argue that 
lithium mining has not brought too many benefits to the place. This is due to the low 
amount that companies pay in royalties (up to 3% of extraction at the mine head) and 
the low cost of royalties for mining concessions7. Although there have so far been 
some attempts by national and provincial governments to move towards battery 
manufacturing in the country, these attempts have not made much progress (Obaya, 
López and Pascuini 2021).

On top of that there are claims to access environmental information and social partic-
ipation in environmental management processes (Gundermann and Göbel 2018). 
Concerning lithium there is a strongly centralist behaviour in the administration and 
management of environmental information (Babidge 2019). Although this information 
is declared of public interest in Argentina, it is still very difficult to access it, both 
for local actors and communities and for the researchers themselves. In this regard, 
Braig, Costa and Göbel (2015) argue that the management of environmental infor-
mation intentionally responds to the interests of transnational actors, whereby only 
information that allows to sustain imaginaries of progress in hegemonic discourses 
is disseminated in an attempt to mask current extractive processes and their negative 
socio-environmental impacts (Svampa 2018).

Lithium production, understood within global processes, shows how some countries 
must internalise certain environmental costs related to extraction processes, costs that 
directly affect local communities (Gudynas 2016; Pragier 2019). Meanwhile, those 
countries that import lithium carbonate and have the necessary technological package 
and financial resources to industrialise it, are moving towards a more sustainable energy 
matrix (Dorn and Huber 2020). In parallel, lithium production has allowed large compa-
nies to increase their profits. Given that none of the companies that produce lithium in 
the Argentine Puna is owned by local or national capital8, as is the case for other extrac-
tive activities, those who benefit from the lithium production profits are geographically 
distant from those who suffer socio- environmental impacts (Veltmeyer 2020).

Furthermore, despite the fact that many of the elements and knowledge necessary to 
move towards a fair energy transition can be found in Argentina, currently around 
550 thousand people, who live in isolated rural populations such as the communities 
of the Puna do not have access to any source of energy in their homes (INDEC 2010). 
Although the Argentinian government has had an initiative to install photovoltaic 

6 “Despidieron a 400 obreros de la construcción en Catamarca y lo comunicaron mediante mensajes de texto 
a sus celulares”, accessed 31 August 2021, https://www.infobae.com/politica/2020/04/01/despidieron-
a-400-obreros-de-la-construccion-en- catamarca-y-lo-comunicaron-mediante-mensajes-de-texto-a-sus-
celulares/

7 “Tercera declaración del Foro Interuniversitario de Especialistas en Litio de la Argentina”, acceded on 25 
August 2021, https://www.cin.edu.ar/litio-2021-en-la-argentina-una-politica-soberana/

8 With the exception of JEMSE, a government company in Jujuy province, which owns 8.5% of Sales de 
Jujuy shares. However, the province’s participation in the project was financed by the project, wereby it is 
expected that Jujuy will only begin to receive profits from the project in the eighth year of operation.

https://www.infobae.com/politica/2020/04/01/despidieron-a-400-obreros-de-la-construccion-en-
https://www.infobae.com/politica/2020/04/01/despidieron-a-400-obreros-de-la-construccion-en-
https://www.cin.edu.ar/litio-2021-en-la-argentina-una-politica-soberana/
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systems for domestic use in many rural families (Messina and Contreras 2019), fairness 
and equal opportunities around access to energy are pending debts in Argentina. This 
suggests that there is a correlation between the form of the energy transition and the 
uneven geographical development that produces energy peripheries (Golubchikov 
and O’Sullivan 2020). The Argentine Puna can be understood as a periphery where 
inequalities and geographical injustices are reproduced in line with physical, historical, 
cultural, economic and political conditions that end up configuring precarious 
experiences in access to energy.

To overcome these inequalities, it is necessary to start thinking about the transition 
towards low-carbon energy systems in terms of a fair energy transition that ensures 
environmental sustainability and access to energy and contributes to the eradication 
of poverty, generating decent employment and a greater social inclusion. Lithium 
can play a leading role for a just transition in Argentina and the world, contributing 
to a greener recovery in the energy and transport sector. In the LAC region, a fair 
transition would contribute to democratising and decentralising access to a right such 
as energy. In this context, bi-regional cooperation is extremely important, but we must 
first ask ourselves what kind of cooperation we need and with what kind of tools we 
can achieve it.

According to Kramarz et al. (2021), many of the international efforts to promote the 
advancement of renewable energy seem to be creating new patterns of displacement, 
increasing inequality between states. These patterns can be clearly identified for the 
case of lithium in Argentina. According to the authors, these inequalities lead to 
the exacerbation of the concentration of wealth, reinforce processes of conflict and 
corruption, and transfer the forms of extraction, processing, and disposal to countries 
and regions with less capacity to regulate the impacts. In line with these concerns, 
Kong (2019) argues that there are power asymmetries between the Global North and 
South that are also reflected in climate change mitigation efforts. Far from being recent, 
these asymmetries are historical and run the risk of being reproduced over time if the 
governance of climate change is not discussed based on cooperation in equitable terms.

BI-REGIONAL COOPERATION

Over the last few years, international cooperation has had various nuances and 
objectives. EU-LAC cooperation on environmental issues has already come a long 
way (Descamps 2019). In terms of cooperation for a greener global recovery, a central 
point has been academic collaboration, which has resulted in information exchange, 
professional training and funding. It should be noted that academic collaboration is 
essential for researchers from the Global South since we find ourselves limited when it 
comes to researching and involving participants at different points.

These limits are primarily associated with the lack of adequate financing. Albeit many 
LAC countries have public agencies dedicated to promoting science and technology, 
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funds are still very scarce. This entails difficulties to carrying out a prolonged follow-up 
on the impacts of climate change (or lithium production in our case) at the local and 
national level. To overcome these obstacles, we have created networks with researchers 
and universities from various places, even with networks with access to EU funding. 
However, these networks and the joint effort, as proposed by Belli (2020), have been 
based more around the common interests of their members and researchers than on 
specific policies aimed at cooperation. It is also true that there have been cases in 
which, in pursuit of obtaining funding linked to a cooperation project, researchers from 
the Global South have lost some academic independence. The fact that the research 
agenda is designed only from the funding centres is a problem that must be solved. 
Otherwise, those of us researching from the Global South are relegated to the place of 
mere collaborators in projects in which we have no influence on the decision-making.

A related problem is that of financing, an aspect that we must address in terms of 
academic cooperation is the democratisation of access to information. In many 
cases, access to environmental information is very limited for Southern countries. 
According to Pfalzgraf (2021), access to climate data is very expensive and requires 
years of continuous investment. Thus, many countries in the South cannot access 
these data. These asymmetries configure and are reflected in the fabric of the networks 
generated in academic settings. Access to environmental, economic and technological 
information is key for the production of interregional knowledge and for transparent 
scientific practice. Along these lines, the fact that in many LAC universities’ access to 
scientific publications is not guaranteed is not less due to the high costs of subscribing 
to international journals. This leaves us relegated in the participation in debates and 
discussions that take place about research carried out even in our geographical territory.

Continuing with this idea, Saric et al. (2019) argue that transnational collaboration 
that can jointly address particular national challenges and broader global challenges is 
key to a more sustainable future. The authors however also identify that North-South 
power asymmetries represent an obstacle to cooperation. Among the recommendations 
that the authors suggest advancing cooperation, we find three that are significant for 
our analysis: (i) the development of research aimed at solving specific problems; (ii) 
the involvement of civil society as a central actor in cooperation for the mitigation of 
climate change; and (iii) the inclusion in the discussion of all the actors involved (in a 
project or public policy, for example). Regarding the first point, it is important to note 
that LAC faces great challenges when it comes to mitigating climate change and that 
it has great potential for the advancement of renewable energies and electromobility. 
Unfortunately, the LAC countries are not in a financial position to develop this 
potential. Castro Pereira (2017) identifies this as a key area for bi-regional cooperation: 
the EU could contribute to this development with investment.

Given that frequently among the cooperation possibilities, a reference is made to the 
transfer and adaptation of technology, the transfer of knowledge and financial support, 
but some elementary parts such as citizen participation are left out, points (ii) and 
(iii) mentioned by Saric deserve to be considered. To think about a greener recovery, 
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in the context of a transition and fair cooperation, it is important to consider that 
decisions and participation occur on two scales. According to O’Faircheallaigh (2021), 
a global scale can be identified where transnational actors mainly intervene, establish 
agreements regarding the place, form and time in which negotiations and investments 
must take place. These actors can also promote the elaboration of agreements, 
treaties and plans to promote sustainability and good practices in the use of natural 
resources. The local scale, on the other hand, involves and affects, either positively or 
negatively, a smaller nucleus of actors. Unlike global actors, the latter tend to lack the 
capacity for negotiation and decision-making, being in some way at a disadvantage 
and vulnerable with regards to decisions on what, how and where interventions will 
be carried out in their geographical territory (Cascadden, Gunton and Rutherford 
2021; O’Faircheallaigh 2021). If we return to the case of lithium, we can see that many 
decisions are made globally, not only guided by the price and demand of lithium, but 
also by the decarbonisation policies that are applied in other continents. Meanwhile, 
local communities have little influence on the making of the decisions about the future 
of their territories.

Understanding that the needs are not the same on a global scale as on a local scale, 
and that the realities of the Northern countries are different from those of the Andean 
communities (Babidge 2019), a bi-regional cooperation that points to a more sustainable 
and democratic future should encourage participation and debate on both scales. 
Some studies have shown that the capacity for participation and negotiation of local 
communities increases as they fight for the recognition of their rights (O’Faircheallaigh 
2021). Bi-regional cooperation could collaborate with these local processes either by 
guaranteeing access to information or by promoting the improvement of the living 
conditions of local communities. The latter can be achieved through investment in 
infrastructure, through protocols that support the regulation of work in sectors such 
as mining, and / or through programmes that assist communities in continuing 
traditional activities. The importance of traditional activities throughout the LAC is 
linked not only to their low environmental impact and their role in mitigating climate 
change, but also to the possibility of recognising other ways of being and inhabiting 
the territory. To make these other forms possible, at a global level, cooperation must 
aim at regulating investments and breaking with the extractivist logic that, according 
to some authors, is still present in the form of green extractivism (Voskoboynik and 
Andreucci 2021).

In order to move towards a greener recovery and a fair bi-regional cooperation, we 
must collectively discuss some questions: Do LAC and the EU share the same goals 
in mitigating climate change? Can the proposals put forward by and for the EU be 
adapted to the Latin American context? How to prevent green recovery from taking a 
completely extractivist form and, on the contrary, promote access to clean energy? How 
to go from a transition that generates injustice in many LAC territories to one that is 
truly sustainable and inclusive? How to involve civil society in these debates?
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POSSIBLE IDEAS TO DRAFT A FAIR BI-REGIONAL COOPERATION

In response to these questions, the way in which lithium production is being carried 
out in Argentina allows us to identify three central dimensions from which a fair 
bi-regional cooperation must be drafted. The first corresponds to the environmental 
dimension. Given the environmental injustices generated by lithium production in 
areas close to the extraction, cooperation should be directed towards the Research 
and Development (R&D). New research to identify in depth the impacts of lithium 
production in the Argentine Puna and how to mitigate them are necessary, as well 
as the development of technology that guarantees a more sustainable production. 
Cooperation should promote financing possibilities that allow developing the R&D 
agenda of the countries of the South. Financing could be included within existing 
programmes such as Euroclima +, Horizon Europe, MSC, among others, but it is 
essential that the LAC members participate in decisions on financing. Furthermore, 
for lithium production to contribute to a fair transition that does not replicate the 
logic of business-as-usual, it is necessary to study how much lithium is necessary to 
drive decarbonisation. Similar research regarding metals and minerals critical to green 
recovery should be conducted following the circular economy approach. Here, research 
efforts are no longer concentrated in the territories where extraction takes place but 
also in those places where batteries are produced, consumed and disposed of. The 
participation of local researchers in this process should not be left aside as it increases 
the credibility, transparency and legitimacy of the results obtained.

The second dimension to consider corresponds to the social and political aspects and 
starts from analysing role of the countries and inhabitants of the territories where 
lithium is produced in the decision-making. In this essay we have shown some 
injustices linked to the lack of consultation with local communities, job insecurity 
of many people hired and inequalities in access to energy. As proposed by Saric et 
al (2019), from local communities to users of electric vehicles, all actors should have 
the possibility to discuss on equal terms the form and scope of this transition. This 
includes discussing where lithium is produced, what technologies are used, how costs 
and benefits should be distributed, and how much lithium is produced considering the 
aforementioned studies.

A tool that could contribute to the prior consultation is the incorporation as a requirement 
of the quality standards required by the EU for the manufacture of batteries. The states 
where the extraction is carried out must also undertake to carry out consultations 
within the framework of the ILO Convention 169 and the constitutional requirements. 
This is essential for guaranteeing human rights of local communities. However, for 
these discussions to be carried out within a horizontal framework, in addition to 
prior, free and informed consultation, it is essential that the information be accessible 
to all parties. Environmental information is a key aspect to making the decision in 
the territory transparent. It must thus be understandable, updated and developed by 
professionals without conflicts of interest to prevent corporate or state interests from 
clouding the accuracy of the data.
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With regards to the workplace, it is urgent to move towards a stabilisation of jobs. Both 
workers employed in the automotive and electronics industry and those employed 
in mining (linked to strategic elements) must have all their labour rights guaranteed, 
including health coverage and retirement contributions. It is very likely that, in 
general terms, the energy transition implies transformations in jobs at a global level 
(Pichler et al. 2021): as some industries and ways of producing become obsolete, they 
will need to be replaced. It is thus necessary to plan actions that ensure that those 
people who previously performed work in the different stages of manufacturing of 
internal combustion vehicles, or energy sectors such as oil refining, distribution of 
liquefied gas and packaging, technical service and maintenance, among others, can 
be favourably inserted in other productive areas. Bi-regional cooperation can for this 
purpose advance training of workers in the sectors to be replaced in new areas and the 
development of a plan that allows relocated workers not to lose their income. In the 
first transition period, the support of many workers will depend on the state’s ability 
to subsidise these transformations. Bi-regional cooperation can be used to discuss what 
measures to adopt and how to finance this stage.

The last dimension is linked to the economic aspects and involves transforming the 
way in which costs and benefits are currently distributed. In conjunction with the 
need to mitigate the negative environmental and social impacts of lithium mining, it is 
urgent to use economic management tools that allow the communities directly affected 
by these projects to increase their economic benefits. Among them can be considered 
economic-environmental management tools or instruments such as environmental 
taxes and fees or carbon credits, among others, which do not prevent environmental 
deterioration, but enable the victims to reduce economic losses. Once again, the decision 
to apply these tools and instruments should be discussed collectively. The development 
of projects that plan and implement a sustained use of water is also essential as, in 
economic terms, the availability of water will depend on the mining activity itself and 
the permanence of different ways of life, cultural patterns, and biological diversity.

Finally, one should not neglect that Argentina, similarly to the rest of the LAC countries, 
requires programmes that make it possible to substitute the use of fossil energy for 
renewable sources at the same time that they allow energy access in regions that do 
not yet have this indispensable resource. Thus, the challenge in the LAC appears to be 
even greater.
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CONCLUSIONS

In this essay we have briefly outlined the case of lithium production in Argentina to 
discuss the kind of bi-regional cooperation that may be necessary to move towards a 
greener recovery. We have also problematised the power asymmetries that exist between 
countries of the North and the Global South and their possible impacts on cooperation 
between regions as different as the EU and the LAC. Taking these matters into account, 
we consider that cooperation should be based on horizontal principles and should not 
follow the same extractivist logic for the exploitation of natural resources.

In other words, a greener recovery and a fair energy transition require fair bi-regional 
cooperation that overcomes the barriers imposed by the social, cultural, economic and 
environmental differences of both regions. For this to happen, we must understand that 
climate change mitigation transcends environmental and economic aspects and that 
the ideas of equity and justice are key in policies aimed at such mitigation. Some ideas 
and approaches on economic growth have resulted in the episodes of dispossession, 
environmental degradation and appropriation of community territories in pursuit 
of a green recovery. These approaches and ideas must be questioned even within the 
framework of bi-regional cooperation in order to effectively promote the application of 
fair policies and instruments for adapting to climate change.

To exemplify the lines that cooperation should follow, we use the case of lithium and 
identify possible points and tools for cooperation in the environmental, social and 
political, and economic dimensions. Generalising these proposals, we conclude that 
a fair bi-regional cooperation implies collaboratively designing: (a) a research agenda 
that establishes which problems are a priority and with what approach they will be 
addressed; (b) policies that promote the development and financing of the R&D; (c) 
tools and instruments that contribute to the incorporation of all the actors involved 
in the decision-making; (d) democratic mechanisms for access to information; (e) 
public policies that allow the decarbonisation of the energy matrix and ensure access 
to energy for all citizens of both regions. For the design of these points to be truly 
collaborative, we insist, it is necessary that the objectives and scope of cooperation 
projects be established considering the perspectives, contexts and needs of the 
developing countries. Otherwise, there is a risk of perpetuating the already asymmetric 
power relations, and the tensions and conflicts in the affected territories.

The challenges that arise when designing EU-LAC bi-regional cooperation policies for 
a green recovery are still many and diverse. In this essay we have tried to argue that the 
social participation of the multiplicity of actors affected by the green recovery applies 
to all the cooperation strategies indicated. The instances of dialogue, consensus and 
reflection at different scales will be the pillar of the journey towards a more sustainable 
future.
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2. THE NEW CARBON EMISSIONS 
BORDER ADJUSTMENT MECHANISM 
OF THE EUROPEAN UNION: WHAT 
IMPLICATIONS DOES IT CREATE FOR 
THE BI-REGIONAL ASSOCIATION?
Iosu Iribarren López9

Fernando de la Cruz Prego10

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Last July, the European Commission has presented its proposal for a carbon emissions 
border adjustment mechanism (MAFC, CBAM for its acronym in English) within the 
framework of the Green Deal. It is a new tax on imports of certain polluting products, 
which is not well known in Latin America and the Caribbean, and whose consequences 
for the region have not been studied in depth. This paper aims to look closer at this 
matter with regards to the region, shed light on its potential economic and environmental 
impact for Latin American countries, and outline its possible commercial, political 
and cooperation implications for the bi-regional association. Based on an exhaustive 
bibliographic review, it is concluded that the MAFC provides an opportunity for green 
recovery in the Euro-Latin American sphere of cooperation and for strengthened joint 
climate action. The authors suggest some proposals that would benefit interregional 
cooperation mechanisms to make the instrument more effective in the LAC region.

KEY WORDS
MAFC; European Commission; Latin America and the Caribbean; Green Deal; green 
taxation

1. WHAT IS MAFC?

On 14 July, 2021, within the framework of the European Green Deal (European 
Commission, 2019), the Commission has presented a new package of measures under 
the slogan “Fit for 55” (European Commission, 2021a), in reference to the objective 
of reducing 55% of its net emissions by 2030, a fundamental milestone on its path to 
climate neutrality by 2050.

9 International Cooperation Assistant, Directorate General for International Partnerships of the European 
Commission

10 Head of Public Finance of the EUROsociAL + Program
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Among the proposals there was a new carbon emissions border adjustment mechanism 
(MAFC) (European Commission, 2021b). The MAFC intends to stop carbon leakage 
through the application of levies on the import of goods, whose production process 
creates more pollution (steel, aluminium, cement, iron, fertilisers) from countries 
without systems for measuring, reporting and certification of emissions. It is thus a 
fiscal measure, at the intersection between sustainability and international trade, 
which will have environmental, commercial, competitive and diplomatic implications. 
It is expected to be launched in 2023, albeit provisionally until 2026, and could become 
an incentive for greater climate action by EU partners (Kuusi et al., 2020).

There is a broad consensus about the effects of global trade as a fundamental source 
of emissions and a clear contributor to climate change (Cezar and Polge, 2020). 
It is estimated that 38% of global emissions are caused by international trade, with 
developed countries being net importers of emissions and developing countries net 
exporters (Krishnan and Maxwell, 2020). Since 2005, in Europe, sectors such as the 
production of steel, cement, chemical products and paper, among others, are subject 
to the EU Emission Rights Trading Regime (ETS for its acronym in English) (Pérez, 
2020). This forces producers to balance their emissions out, which usually translates 
into the relocation of production to countries with laxer environmental legislation and 
less climate ambition (Schlee, 2020), from where goods are exported back to Europe 
without paying any penalty for pollution. This is called “carbon leakage”.

The MAFC comes at a time when authors such as Freire-Vinueza et al. (2021) conclude 
that “the Latin American region is considered a haven for environmental pollution” 
and as the Parties prepare to address Art. 6 of the COP26.11 

2. WHAT ARE POSSIBLE IMPLICATIONS OF THE MAFC 
FOR THE LAC REGION?

Some point out that the MAFC would change the patterns of international trade and 
that it would shape Europe’s relations with its partners (Falcao, 2020), including 
the LAC countries. Authors such as Merino (2021) point out that the MAFC may be 
a necessary trigger for updating the multilateral trading system, and others such as 
Sanahuja (2021a) point out that it will be a relevant element in the development of the 
variable geometry of the LAC region with the EU and with other global players such 
as the United States or China. The MAFC will in practice mean an increase in the cost 
of goods produced in the LAC for the EU, with the consequent potential decrease in 
exports and, indirectly, its impact on income, employment and welfare (Weko et. Al, 
2020).

The ecological transition and the strategic autonomy are the two axes that the European 
Green Deal gravitates towards and this must be clearly reflected in the Euro-Latin 

11 https://ukcop26.org/category/news/

https://ukcop26.org/category/news/


18

American space (Sanahuja, 2021b), in particular in trade relations (Fahimi, 2021). This 
new proposal should thus be framed in what the High Representative has defined as 
the “Sinatra doctrine” (Borrell, 2020).

It is also recommended to analyse the MAFC in light of the joint communiqué of the 
informal meeting of EU27-LAC Foreign Ministers of 14 December, 2020, where “the 
Ministers expressed the opinion that the European Union and the Latin American 
region and the Caribbean should continue to cooperate to help shape global standards 
in areas such as trade, sustainable development and response to the climate change”12. 
Climate change is a shared challenge for Europe and the LAC region (López, 2021) 
and, in this sense, the MAFC could be a tool at the service of the bi-regional space to 
reinforce their joint climate action, in line with the proposal of Bierbrauer et al. (2021) 
on the creation of a “liked-minded partners” block13.

The MAFC will have direct consequences on the trade flows of carbon-intensive goods, 
predictably reducing the export capacity of the least developed countries (UNCTAD, 
2021). Many warn of the negative effects that the measure will bring in particular for 
developing countries (Kareckaite, 2020), whose climate standards are generally less 
ambitious and productive capacities less efficient.

With regards to the LAC countries, there are few studies available on the potential 
impact of the MAFC for the region. In fact, for the Caribbean the authors have not been 
able to find any data. And for Latin America, the data that exists differ significantly 
as shown below. The LAC is a region with a relatively low exposure to the MAFC, 
especially when compared to other EU trading partner regions such as Africa or the 
Persian Gulf. This is largely explained by the fact that Latin America and the Caribbean 
is a developing region with the least carbon-intensive energy sector in the world 
(Binsted et al., 2020). According to Chepeliev’s (2021) calculations, the MAFC could 
have a direct negative impact in the amount of USD 254.9 million for Latin America. 
UNCTAD (2021) raises this to a range between USD 539 and 948 million, estimating 
that Latin American exports to the EU could decrease between 0.5% and 0.9%.

Chepeliev and the UNCTAD both point out the Brazilian iron and steel industry as the 
sector potentially to be most affected. Both sources however provide different figures: 
Chepeliev estimates that Latin American iron and steel exports to the EU could fall 
0.9% (equivalent to USD 143 million), whilst the UNCTAD ranks Brazil as the eighth 
country potentially to be most affected by the new measure (the only Latin American 
country among the 20 EU trading partners most likely to be affected), with a decrease 
in its exports between 1.4% and 2.7% (equivalent to an estimated USD 444 to USD 786 
million reduction in its real income).

12 https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/90705/node/90705_es
13 In Spanish “socios alineados”.

https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/90705/node/90705_es


19

Zimmer and Holzhausen (2020), however, estimate that Venezuela is potentially the 
country to be most affected in the region, well ahead of Brazil, due to an export pattern 
focused on oil and derived products14. These authors also include Guatemala, Uruguay, 
Colombia, Cuba, Mexico and Bolivia among the 50 developing economies most exposed 
to the MAFC. Chepeliev (2021) only highlights a possible decrease of 0.4% (equivalent 
to USD 100 million) in Mexican exports of chemical products; meanwhile the UNCTAD 
predicts a reduction of only USD 53 million, drawing attention instead to the possible 
negative effects of the MAFC for Colombia and Argentina.

As shown in Figures 1 and 2, UNCTAD (2021) also recognises the possible positive 
impact of the measure for the exports of Peru and to a lesser extent Chile, Uruguay 
and Central America, which could even grow with the new measure. This is explained 
by a greater adoption by these countries of technologies and sustainable production 
processes and thus in compliance with the MAFC requirements.

14 See information about the UE-Venezuela trade in https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-
regions/countries/venezuela/.
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In light of these figures, the reactions have been rapid. Brazil has expressed its concern 
through a joint statement with China, India and South Africa (BASIC, 2021). It is 
expected that Colombia - the second main exporter of cement to Europe –, Uruguay 
or Chile – origin of 18% and 8% respectively of European imports of pulp for the 
manufacture of paper – will also comment on the matter after assessing its potential 
impact (Cosbey, 2021).

Regarding the Caribbean, the most accurate estimate available is the UNCTAD 
calculation (2021) of the possible impact of the MAFC on Small Island Developing 
States (SIDS), a group of 23 countries of the Caribbean along with 29 others from the 
Pacific and other regions. According to this source, the new EU border adjustment 
mechanism could increase the income of these countries in a range between USD 76 
and USD 151 million. This is due to the fact that the least developed countries would 
be excluded from the MAFC. Weko et al. (2020), points to Jamaica and Trinidad and 
Tobago as possible countries in the region to be most affected.

MAFC’s possible effects on employment and inequality in the LAC have not been 
studied in depth. Authors such as Brandi (2013) warn of possible negative consequences 
of the decarbonisation of the economy, particularly for developing and less developed 
countries. However, UNCTAD foresees that the new EU measure will not have a 
significant impact on employment globally. It is thus hoped that the MAFC will not 
worsen the already difficult situation in the LAC labour market due to COVID-19 
(CEPAL, 2021). In the Caribbean, the MAFC could even contribute to slight employment 
growth (expected effect for SIDS).

3. CAN THE MAFC CONTRIBUTE TO A GREEN RECOVERY IN THE 
LAC REGION?

It should be noted that the MAFC is part of the European Green Deal; a “broad 
transformation programme of the European Union” that since the start of COVID-19 
has become a fundamental roadmap for post-pandemic recovery (Sanahuja, 2021b). 
Consequently, it can be assumed that the MAFC is also an instrument at the service of 
the green recovery in Europe. With regards to the LAC, the environment ministers of 
the region have laid the foundations for a green recovery in the Bridgetown Declaration 
(2021)15, including a reactivation based on a low-carbon economy.

Jakob (2021) argues that, in the current fight against climate change, policies are 
necessary to stop carbon leakage, thus generating “economic and environmental 
benefits, whilst ensuring equity and justice”. According to Zotz (2012), the ability of 
the MAFC to contribute to the green recovery in Latin America and the Caribbean 
could depend on several factors, mainly: 1) the magnitude of its impact on the region’s 
emissions; 2) its potential leverage effect to promote “green” policies in the region; and 

15 https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/34969/Bridgetown_ES.pdf?sequen 
ce=2&isAllowed=y

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/34969/Bridgetown_ES.pdf?sequen
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3) its capacity to promote changes in the region’s production systems and processes. 
Before addressing these three variables, it is essential to assess whether the measure 
effectively pursues a “green” objective or pursues other interests beyond ecological 
altruism.

3.1. MAFC: GREEN TAX INCENTIVES OR INDUSTRIAL 
PROTECTIONISM?

Since 2019, the Green Deal constitutes one of the main work axes of the “von der Leyen 
Commission”, both internally and externally. With it, the EU aspires to transform its 
production model for “a sustainable future without leaving anyone behind” and also 
to lead the global fight against climate change (Teevan et al., 2021).

With the emergence of COVID-19, many in Europe have spoken in favour of a “green 
recovery” and, since the early days of the pandemic, EU institutions have not hesitated 
to bet on the Green Deal in response to an unprecedented crisis (Čavoški, 2020). The 
so-called “green recovery” provides the opportunity to simultaneously address today’s 
climatic, economic and social challenges. The concept of a “just transition” and the 
evidence on the potential multiplier effect of green stimuli have favoured this European 
position on a greener post-pandemic future. However, the very definition of “green” 
sometimes seems imprecise and not all EU Member States share the same degree of 
ambition (Lenaerts and Tagliapietra, 2021).

The European Commission has first announced the MAFC in 2019, before the 
pandemic, under the title “A higher level of EU climate ambition for 2030 and 2050” 
of the Green Deal, as follows: “should, as the EU raises its level of climate ambition, 
differences persist in this regard at the global level, the Commission will propose a 
carbon adjustment mechanism at the border, for specific sectors, in order to mitigate 
the risk of carbon leakage” (COM (2019) 640 final). The legislative proposal has already 
been developed in the “COVID world” and presented in July 2021.

Some, however, perceive the MAFC as a protectionist measure by the European 
industry, a defence of the community’s economic interests over climate ambition 
(Oxford Analytica, 2021a). Brandi (2017) has already warned about this possibility, 
although defending the suitability of such fiscal measures to reduce carbon leakage. 
Similarly, there appears to be a consensus around the MAFC according to which the 
EU pursues eminently environmental protection purposes. Dadush (2021) summarises 
this widespread perception, by saying that “the border carbon tax is well-intentioned. 
It has an environmental and non-protectionist motivation”.
 
However, there are discrepancies about the real ability of the measure to reduce 
emissions and carbon leakage. Authors such as Kuusi et al. (2020) do not hesitate to 
point out that the measure could have a limited environmental impact; “moderate” 
according to Cosbey (2021); “ambiguous” according to Nevalainen (2021). UNCTAD 
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(2021) estimates that the new EU MAFC could reduce carbon leakage by up to 6.9%. 
According to its estimates, the measure could help reduce between 27 and 45 million 
metric tons of CO2 (MtCO2), 80% of which corresponding to developing countries.

There is a striking effect: EU emissions after the application of the MAFC are expected 
to increase, as a result of the substitution of imports by local production. This may even 
turn out to be contradictory, if we remember that the new MAFC aims to contribute 
to the climate neutrality of the EU. The idea that the Green Deal, and the MAFC in 
particular, must play a fundamental role in the global fight against climate change is 
once again confirmed (Bausch, 2021).

3.2. POTENTIAL IMPACT OF THE MAFC ON THE EMISSIONS OF THE 
LAC REGION AND THE ADVANCEMENT OF THE GREEN AGENDA

The MAFC is presented as an instrument at the service of LAC countries’ mitigation 
efforts. UNCTAD (2021) estimates that emissions in the region could be reduced by 
between 2.35 and 3.9 MtCO2 as a direct consequence of the implementation of the 
measure, by reducing exports to Europe, and thus production of iron and steel, 
aluminium, cement, fertilisers and energy. Brazil could reduce its emissions between 
0.38 and 0.71 MtCO2; Mexico, between 0.13 and 0.23 MtCO2. It is a relatively minor 
impact, although it may contribute to the objectives expressed by the countries of 
the region in their National Determined Contributions (NDC)16 in line with their 
commitments in the Paris Agreement.

One of the keys to the MAFC is its attempt to counter insufficient efforts (according 
to the EU) or less ambitious commitments from other countries. This “polluter should 
pay” principle17 in practice means that the MAFC will penalise the countries furthest 
behind in the climate action and reward countries with climate standards equivalent 
to those of the EU (European Commission, 2021c). The main window of opportunity 
that the MAFC thus offers to the LAC countries for a green recovery is its call to act. 
Specifically, the MAFC could accelerate the region’s political and legislative agenda 
for the consolidation and development of carbon markets, based on Art. 6 of the Paris 
Agreement.

A decade ago, the LAC was a region reluctant to emissions trading systems (Zotz, 
2012). In recent years, it has made significant progress in its environmental legislation 
and green taxation. Argentina, Colombia, Chile and Mexico for example, already 
have carbon taxes (Pizarro, 2021). However, according to the ECLAC (2020), “the 
CO2 emissions due to production and consumption do not have a cost” in the region. 
Carbon markets are gradually gaining ground on the political agenda in the LAC (four 

16 https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/NDCStaging/Pages/All.aspx
17 Art. 191(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union

https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/NDCStaging/Pages/All.aspx
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countries already show significant progress), with Mexico being the only country with 
an emissions trading system in place. The following table shows the status of emissions

Figure 3. Advancement of emissions trading systems  
in Latin American countries

Country Degree of development Situation

Mexico Pilot stage

Mexico has since 2020 had a Test Programme for 
the Emissions Trading System, which will go into 
its Operational Phase in 2022 (Government of 
Mexico, 2019). The Mexican system covers CO2 
emissions from the industrial and energy sectors 
(ICAP, 2020). At the beginning of 2021 the register 
has been developed and the first allocations have 
been made (ICAP, 2021).

Chile Advanced

Proposed (summer 2021) regulations for the 
first National Carbon Market from 2023. As part 
of the tax modernisation, it provides for the 
compensation of emissions subject to the green 
tax through mitigation projects. It will cover 
CO2 and other greenhouse gases. The public 
consultation ends on 3 September, 2021 (Ministry 
of the Environment of Chile, 2021).

Colombia Advanced

Law No. 1931 of 2018 for the management of 
climate change includes provisions for a national 
programme of tradable emission quotas (PNCTE), 
a prelude to a national emissions trading system 
(Valencia and Vallejo, 2021). The pilot stage is 
expected to start between 2023 and 2024 (ICAP, 
2021).

Brazil Emerging

Brazil’s National Climate Change Policy (2009) 
provides for the creation of an emissions trading 
system (ICAP, 2021). In recent years, public 
bodies and the private sector in the country 
have collaborated in the simulation and training 
exercises for the design of a future national 
carbon market.

Source: own table based on the references in the figure..

As shown, there is a wide margin for the development of carbon markets in the LAC 
region: the completion of the national systems in Mexico, Chile, Colombia and Brazil 
could be added to those of other countries (Peru, Ecuador, Costa Rica, etc.) and it is 
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also worth raising a question about a regional system, as stated by Oliveira et al. (2019), 
or subregional systems, as proposed by Peña et al. (2021) for the Andean Community.

Figure 4 shows the potential leverage effect of the MAFC for the advancement of 
carbon markets in the LAC region. It is noted that Brazil, Mexico and Colombia are the 
countries best positioned to take advantage of the momentum of this new EU measure. 
Argentina, also at the fore “in the discussion on carbon prices” (FLACSO, 2020), could 
take advantage of the arrival of the MAFC to advance its green policies.

Source: own graph based on the data of the ICAP (2021) and UNCTAD (2021).

3.3. POTENTIAL OF THE MAFC TO PROMOTE THE GREEN ECONOMY 
IN THE LAC REGION

According to the Inter-American Development Bank (2019) data, the LAC region is 
responsible for 8% of global CO2 emissions, with energy generation and transportation 
being the main sources of emissions in the region. In 2050, the industry could be the 
main source of emissions in countries such as Argentina, Costa Rica, and Mexico 
(IDB, 2020). Several studies (Sánchez and Caballero, 2019; Freire-Vinueza et al., 2021) 
indicate that the LAC region complies with the environmental Kuznets curve, meaning 
that there is a relation between economic development and emissions in the region that 
would allow for a stabilisation stage and subsequent emission reduction to be achieved 
through a “low-carbon economic activity” (Sánchez and Caballero, 2019). According to 
these last authors, the region could start moving towards climate neutrality in the next 
twenty years, with Trinidad and Tobago (the country in the region with the highest 
emissions per capita according to the World Bank data)18, Chile, Uruguay, Panama, 
Brazil and Argentina in the lead.

18 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.ATM.CO2E.PC?locations=ZJ&most_recent_value_desc=true

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.ATM.CO2E.PC?locations=ZJ&most_recent_value_desc=true
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As pointed out by Gómez et al. (2020), to achieve climate neutrality “a change in the 
productive structure is necessary”. That is the reason LAC countries have undertaken 
greater efforts in the search for technological solutions and processes that improve the 
sustainability of the industry. Among the sectors potentially affected by the MAFC, the 
example of the Latin American cement industry stands out (Rojas, 2016; Grimmeissen 
et al., 2020).

To the extent that the MAFC would reward producing countries with more efficient 
technologies and cleaner processes (Aylor et al., 2020), this new mechanism would 
encourage LAC stakeholders, public and private, to increase their sustainability 
standards, predictably impacting the policies of economic development, industry, 
innovation, etc. of the region. The EU has also expressed its willingness to support the 
decarbonisation of the industry of partner countries and provide technical assistance19. 
The MAFC is therefore aligned with the bi-regional commitment expressed in the 
last joint communiqué (2020): “the economic transformation must (…) aim at carbon 
neutrality in the second half of this century”.

4. THE MAFC AND THE BIREGIONAL ASSOCIATION: POLICY 
DIALOGUE FOR A STRENGTHENED CLIMATE ACTION

Border carbon taxes are certainly controversial (Brandi, 20017; Oxford Analytica, 
2021b). The European Parliament (2020) warned of possible international reactions to 
the MAFC proposal, whilst authors such as Delbeke and Vis (2020) highlighted the 
importance of prompt communication with partners to avoid any misunderstandings 
and explore avenues for cooperation.

The implementation of the MAFC represents a new challenge and also an opportunity 
for EU-LAC bi-regional cooperation. Two facts coincide that make the bi-regional 
association a privileged space for jointly addressing the economic, commercial and 
environmental implications of the MAFC: 1) the Euro-Latin American alliance has a 
long and rich tradition of political and policy dialogue (Sanahuja, 2020); and 2) there is 
an ongoing reflection process in the LAC about carbon markets and a common EU-LAC 
space as a starting point.

Indeed, Colombia, Chile and Mexico participate in regional forums such as the Platform 
for Cooperation on Carbon Prices in the Americas (ICAP, 2018); Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico and Peru participate in the Partnership for Market 
Readiness initiative, supported by the EU20; for Brazil, the potential interest of a future 
emissions exchange system linked to the European ETS is being analysed (Oliveira et 

19 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_3661
20 https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/ets/markets_en

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_3661
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/ets/markets_en
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al., 2021); and 21 countries on both sides of the Atlantic21 rely on the San José Principles 
for the High Integrity of International Carbon Markets (Villacorta, 2020).

The European Commission expects to raise between 5 and 14 billion euros with the 
new MAFC (Marcu, 2021). Some authors such as Faggiano (2021) propose that these 
funds stimulate cooperation with EU partners to improve their sustainable production 
capacity, energy efficiency, etc. Although it is not yet clear how the EU would use 
its MAFC revenues, the new 2021-2027 multiannual financial framework of the EU 
is the scenario envisaged for the search for joint solutions to shared challenges and 
constitutes the ideal platform for the advancement of the joint climate action, now 
reinforced by the MAFC (Jung, 2021).

Jeger (2021) identifies five opportunities to promote a greener bi-regional partnership. 
The MAFC is common to all of them: 1) a possible incorporation into the “trade 
and association agreements”, in particular the chapters on trade and sustainable 
development (Maillo, 2021); 2) the “involvement of civil society”, particularly the 
private sector in the search for clean production models; 3) the “strengthening of 
multilateralism” within the World Trade Organisation; 4) “green financing” from the 
proceeds of this new tax. The fifth opportunity, the “knowledge exchange”, will play a 
prominent role in involving the LAC in the MAFC.

As part of this fifth opportunity, the LAC region will be able to exploit the transformative 
potential of the MAFC with the help of the public technical cooperation of Team Europe. 
In the last joint communiqué (2020), the ministers of both regions have recognised the 
role of green initiatives such as EUROCLIMA + and AL-INVEST, among others, and the 
academy is unanimous in underlining the importance of international cooperation for 
the design of carbon markets and for the transfer of technology and cleaner processes. 
Krishnan and Maxwell (2020) point out that it is essential to support countries in the 
development of carbon accounting and reporting systems. Along these lines, López 
(2020) highlights the importance of Euro-Latin American cooperation, policy dialogue 
and the exchange of experiences in the development of the Mexican carbon market.

Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Argentina, Mexico, Honduras, etc. participate very actively 
in the technical cooperation programmes of Team Europe and, will probably be able to 
take advantage of these spaces for dialogue to deepen the MAFC and its implications 
together with their European partners. Future actions for the Caribbean, mainly in 
terms of the green and blue economy, will also be an ideal setting for addressing the 
MAFC in the new post-Cotonou context.

The MAFC will reinforce EU-LAC cooperation in three ways: 1) its character as “all 
government”, involving different levels of governments for greater policy coherence, by 
demanding a joint approach in terms of taxation, fight against climate change, industry 

21 Costa Rica, Colombia, Paraguay, Peru, Luxembourg, Germany, Sweden, Denmark, Austria, Granada, 
Estonia, Spain, Ireland, Latvia, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Belgium, Portugal, France, Finland and Trinidad 
and Tobago (sources: Government of Costa Rica).
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and commerce, employment, technological cooperation, etc.; 2) greater coordination 
between EUROCLIMA+, AL-INVEST, EUROsociAL+, LAIF, as well as bilateral 
cooperation of EU Member States, etc., in a true spirit of the Team Europe, for greater 
aid effectiveness and greater impact; and 3) it will also underline the “multilevel” 
nature of bi-regional cooperation, by stimulating debate for possible responses to the 
new measure from countries, trade blocs, sub-regions or even all of the LAC.

In particular, the regional programmes of the European Commission, such as the 
aforementioned, can play a key role given their level of dialogue with the different 
authorities from the Latin American governments. It would seem necessary in this 
respect that the new designs of these programmes incorporate climate priorities both 
within the sector and across sectors under the new NDICI-Global Europe instrument, 
so that the policy dialogue incorporate environmental issues throughout the cycle of 
the policy design process, and thus articulated in a coherent way with the set of climate 
transformation instruments available to the Commission.

5. CONCLUSION

In a context of the climate emergency and the crisis caused by COVID-19, the European 
Commission has proposed the new MAFC as part of the European Green Deal. It is a 
tax on imports of steel, aluminium, cement, iron and fertilisers from countries with 
laxer environmental laws and taxation, with the dual objective of curbing “carbon 
leakage” and promoting climate action by the European Union’s commercial partners.

This new measure will foreseeably have economic, commercial, environmental and 
political consequences for Latin America and the Caribbean, and will also contribute 
to shaping bi-regional cooperation and stimulating dialogue within the Euro-Latin 
American association. The new MAFC will reinforce joint EU-LAC climate action and 
contribute to a green recovery in both regions, promoting the advancement of carbon 
markets and the transition towards more sustainable production models.

At an economic level, there is a consensus that the impact will not be very relevant 
for the region, although countries such as Brazil, Mexico or Colombia may see their 
exports to Europe affected. The LAC may consequently experience a slight reduction 
in its emissions of polluting gases, making the MAFC an instrument at the service of 
mitigation efforts in the region and contributing to its international commitments.

The MAFC will promote the EU-LAC dialogue and also consideration within the Latin 
American region on green taxation and on the relationship between industry, trade and 
sustainable development, in such a way that it could accelerate environmental policies 
in the region, mainly in Mexico, Colombia and possibly Brazil, as well as the adoption 
of cleaner technologies in the industries most affected by the new tax. This is the main 
added value of the new MAFC and a great window of opportunity for the bi-regional 
association.
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The EU-LAC partnership has a long history and a rich variety of cooperation instru-
ments, all of which are essential to enable the best use of the new MAFC in the LAC 
region. The most important of these tools is knowledge sharing, although trade and 
association agreements, private sector involvement, green finance and strengthening 
multilateralism, particularly within the WTO framework, also need to address the 
matters arising from the MAFC.

In light of the joint communiqué of the informal meeting of EU27-LAC Foreign 
Ministers on 14 December, 2020, and the studies available, public technical cooperation, 
specifically the EU-LAC regional cooperation programmes, constitutes the ideal 
platform for harnessing the MAFC for a green recovery. The measure comes at a time 
of renewed cooperation with the NDICI-Global Europe in 2021-2027 and, furthermore, 
offers the opportunity for a more coordinated Team Europe in the LAC region with an 
emphasis on its already characteristic “all-government” and “multi-level” cooperation, 
taking advantage of the capacity for dialogue and mobilisation of expertise. 
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3. THE EU-LAC PARTNERSHIP FOR A 
GREEN RECOVERY: CHALLENGES AND 
OPPORTUNITIES TO BUILD FORWARD 
BETTER
Augusto Heras

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In a world heavily struck by the pandemic and the climate crisis, inner, unilateral and 
environmentally short-sighted development strategies are tempting. Nevertheless, 
despite recent stalemates, the European Union (EU) and Latin America and the 
Caribbean (LAC) share history, culture and values. For this reason, 2021 could witness 
a relaunch of the bi-regional partnership on more equal and solid basis, rooted in a 
multilateral re-engagement and a fresh cooperation framework to promote common 
views, agendas and a green recovery.

This essay proposes an overview of the current global context, marked by the pandemic 
and the climate crisis, and the state of the EU-LAC strategic partnership, emphasizing 
achievements, impasses, old challenges and new opportunities. After analyzing the 
return of LAC in EU’s agenda, the long-standing environmental partnership and the 
EU’s reform of cooperation instruments, the paper includes some suggestions for 
cooperation for a green recovery. From a political narrative perspective, notions like 
the arc of engagement, the Sinatra’s doctrine and development in transition could 
permeate the relaunch of the bi-regional partnership, fostering a green recovery to 
build forward better.

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has triggered a health, social and economic crisis, 
unprecedented in depth and intensity. It has generated the largest fall in global GDP 
and trade since the Great Depression and the biggest GDP contraction in Latin America 
and the Caribbean (LAC) since records. Its impacts have made the structural problems 
that have long strained the world economy even more evident: the prevailing patterns 
of production, distribution and consumption, alongside their institutional and political 
basis, were not sustainable (ECLAC, 2020).

The same applies, more starkly, to LAC: it has indeed suffered greatly from the 
economic, social and health impacts of the pandemic, despite the efforts made to 



mitigate them. The region’s major structural gaps, such as inequality, informality, low 
growth, balance of payments constraints and low productivity, have been exacerbated 
in the last two years. This has been compounded by a marked climate asymmetry, as 
the high vulnerability to climate change does not match the low levels of green-house 
gases (GHGs) emissions of the region (Bárcena, et al., 2020).

The chronic problems of low growth, inequalities and climate change require an 
immediate response with fresh instruments and a new sense of urgency. As a result, a 
rethinking of the development model is imperative to achieve a green recovery and to 
correct the actions pursued until now (ECLAC, 2021a). Such new policy agenda requires 
new international partnerships and new international cooperation instruments. These 
coalitions are currently being forged, but they are still too weak. For that reason, the 
EU-LAC partnership could be significantly relaunched to bring new green dynamism 
to the post-pandemic global system.

This essay is structured as follows: in the first section we look at the 2021 as a crucial 
year for the environment, in which the scheduled multilateral meetings could build an 
arc of engagement to tackle the climate crisis and achieve a green recovery. In this sense, 
EU-LAC partnership has a key role in sponsoring such narrative. In the second section 
we focus on the comeback of LAC in EU’s agenda despite the stalemate in bi-regional 
summits. The impasse calls for a more flexible European approach towards the region, 
a variable geometry that could be the key to enhance the bi-regional environmental 
partnership; in the third section we focus on the long-standing EU-LAC environmental 
partnership with the constructive case of EUROCLIMA, arguing that the resulting 
enriched dialogues contributed to promote an environmental governance in LAC. In 
the fourth part we briefly analyze the reform of EU’s cooperation instruments, focusing 
on the policy first approach and the opportunity for a ‘re-politization’ of EU-LAC 
relations; then, we suggest some topics and areas that offer room for cooperation for a 
green recovery, namely innovation, fiscal reforms and green finance. Finally, in the last 
section we focus on the notions of Sinatra’s doctrine and development in transition, 
two concepts that would make a new cooperation framework for a big push for 
sustainability possible. The paper concludes with some final thoughts on the historical 
opportunity for EU-LAC partnership to build forward better.

2021: THE ARC OF ENGAGEMENT TO TACKLE THE CLIMATE CRISIS

Almost two years since the break-out of the pandemic have not put on hold the most 
pressing challenges of our time: the climate crisis has not disappeared. In a weakened 
and fragile world struck by the pandemic, inner, unilateral and environmentally short-
sighted development strategies are tempting. However, the pandemic offers a unique 
opportunity to re-engage in multilateralism in order to tackle climate change and shape a 
global greener recovery on more sustainable and resilient basis. The recently published 
6th Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has 
made it very clear (IPCC, 2021). Providing the best scientific understanding of the 
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current state of the climate, the Report warns that the unequivocal human influence on 
atmosphere warming has caused several impacts on the atmosphere, ocean and land, 
some of them already irreversible for centuries or millennia. It’s precisely because of 
these dire projections22 that the international community must act in order to reduce 
CO2 emissions.

Unfortunately, this seems not to be the case. The stimulus packages rolled out by 
governments, albeit unprecedented in size23 have a clear impact on the GHGs emissions 
of the next decade. Most of the economic response announced by G20 countries will 
reinforce a negative environmental trend: in our case, Latin American G20 countries and 
some European countries are currently failing to transform their economic trajectory 
at the required scale to tackle the climate crisis, being the European Commission’s 
stimulus package a major exception (Vivid Economics; Finance for Biodiversity, 2021). 
Concerning LAC region as a whole, the scenario is not very different: LAC countries are 
currently spending less than 2.4% of recovery expenditure in green initiatives (Global 
Recovery Observatory, 2021). For this reason, allocating budget in order to decouple 
recovery from carbon (Franza & Bilotta, 2021) goes hand in hand with submitting 
and implementing more ambitious Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) in 
line with the Paris Agreement goal of limiting warming to 1.5°C above pre-industrial 
levels.24 In this regard, the lack of enhanced targets to date for Brazil and Mexico in 
their NDCs is not good news for the region (Climate Action Tracker, 2021).

Nevertheless, time is propitious to realize a ‘super year’ for the environment in 2021, 
coupling the recovery with tackling the climate crisis. Despite the fears of a climate 
momentum broken by the pandemic, the key events scheduled for the second part 
of the year can represent a great opportunity for a coordinated action: multilateral 
meetings such as the G7 and the G20, UN-led Conventions like the UNFCCC COP26 in 
Glasgow and the COP15 to the Convention on Biological Diversity, among others, offer 
the chance to concert encompassing efforts to set the basis of a sustainable development 
model in economic, environmental and social terms. In particular, COP26 is called 
to substantive efforts on several open and complex questions, such as the common 
timeframes for climate pledges, the assessment of climate finance prospects and the 
submission of stronger NDCs (Bianchi, 2021).

If properly seized through coordinated action during these multilateral meetings, this 
year can offer a ‘virtuous cycle’, a set of positive interplays in which taking action 
towards a goal, instead of creating trade-offs, triggers and enhances the likely achieve-
ment of other objectives. This narrative, defined as an ‘arc of engagement’ (Geall, 2021), 
must permeate the negotiations in order to propose a shared vision of global coordina-
tion, among developed and developing countries. The political imagery matters also in 

22 According to the IPCC, the global temperature of the earth’s surface will increase at least until the middle 
of the century in each of the five emission scenarios considered (IPCC, 2021).

23 Due to its budgetary constraints, LAC’s response has been quite limited.
24 Initially scheduled for 2020, the first update of the NDCs is mostly taking place in 2021 due to the pandemic. 

In 2020, only 13 countries updated their NDCs, including Chile as the only LAC country (Schmidt, 2020).
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climate negotiations, and there is room for such encompassing narrative. Comparing 
to 2019, global powers publicly acknowledge the risks of climate inaction: for example, 
China has submitted significantly more ambitious goals in its NDC – a climate sensi-
tivity reflected in the 14th Five-Year Plan too –, while Biden’s US has been readmitted to 
the Paris Agreement after Trump’s 2020 withdrawal from the treaty. On the other hand, 
developing countries, enforcing the principle of Common but Differentiated Respon-
sibilities, expect from developed nations maintaining climate funding engagement, 
especially regarding mobilization of private finance (Bianchi, 2021).

Although divergences on effective green growth policies still persist, EU and LAC, 
in light of their historical and values ties and advocacy for multilateralism, have the 
opportunity to set new collective actions towards a post-pandemic greener recovery, 
sponsoring the arc of engagement narrative in multilateral meetings and enhancing 
the long-standing bi-regional partnership in environmental issues, through new 
opportunities and stronger instruments.

THE RETURN OF LAC IN THE EU’S AGENDA

The EU’s relations with LAC countries have always been quite heterogenous, as they are 
a combination of regional, sub-regional and bilateral levels, and characterized by low 
interdependence and deep asymmetries (Müller, et al., 2017). The bi-regional strategic 
partnership was established in Rio de Janeiro in 1999 and since then the high-level 
summits have been the political engine to set a common agenda (Müller, et al., 2017; 
Mori, 2018).25 Since 2011, LAC countries have attended the bi-regional summits under 
the framework of CELAC, the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States, 
the only regional forum that groups all 33 countries of the region without the US. 
EU-CELAC summits represent a flexible platform for the bi-regional partnership, as 
they offer the opportunity for identifying interests, common positions regarding global 
governance and priorities for the bi-regional cooperation (Müller, et al., 2017).

However, in recent years relations reached a stalemate that best represents the ongoing 
state of affairs: the last bi-regional summit dates back to 2015, as the EU-CELAC 
summit originally planned in 2017 in El Salvador has been postponed sine die due to 
disagreements inside CELAC regarding the Venezuelan crisis. The latter has divided 
the region so deeply that countries are split in two sides on almost every point of 
the regional agenda, preventing LAC countries from being united in multilateral 
meetings (Gardini, 2020). Last but not least, the efforts made by Mexico and Argentina 
to revitalize CELAC have been frustrated by Brazilian president Bolsonaro’s decision 
to withdraw from CELAC in January 2020 (Piras, 2020).

25 So far, eight EU-LAC summits have been held: Rio de Janeiro, 1999; Madrid, 2002; Guadalajara, 2004; Vienna, 
2006; Lima, 2008; Madrid, 2010; Santiago, 2013; and Brussels, 2015. In the last two LAC countries, these took 
place within the framework of CELAC.
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Regarding the international order, the stalemate in EU-LAC relations is given in a context 
of emergence of new global geo-economic trends, such as the shift from an Atlantic 
triangle (US-EU-LAC) to a triangle among the US, the EU and Asia (Grabendorff, 
2013). Global order has been increasingly moving towards bipolarity between the US 
and China, while the EU, caught between two fires, had to abandon the strategy of 
‘bandwagoning’ with the US, being nevertheless unable to make the difference in the 
Pacific against its ‘systemic rival’ (European Commission, 2019a, 1). In this sense, the 
quest for EU’s strategic autonomy could be integrated by EU-LAC inter-regionalism 
as counterbalance to US and China in the global order (Alvarez, 2021). Indeed, the 
growing institutionalization of the bi-regional relationship of the last 20 years could be 
revitalized for both geopolitical rationale and post-pandemic recovery reasons: Europe 
and LAC not only share values, traditions and interests, but could be connected, open 
and sharing neighbours in today’s global cosmopolis, achieving the role of key players 
for global governance (Gardini, 2020, 46).

Indeed, the EU seems sure of this: between September 2017 and May 2019 all three major 
EU institutions have presented a strategic document regarding EU’s relations with LAC. 
The European Parliament adopted a comprehensive resolution in 2017 (European Parlia-
ment, 2017), the European Commission followed with a Joint Communication with the 
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy in April 2019 
(European Commission, 2019b) and the Council responded to the Joint Communication 
adopting some conclusions (Council of the European Union, 2019). With these official 
documents the EU has set some ground notions in the relations with LAC: the two 
regions are allies that share values and have built a long-standing and large-scoped 
partnership, and have to cooperate even more to tackle global challenges, rooted in a 
shared commitment to global governance based on multilateralism (Tvevad, 2020).

However, facts seem to refute LAC’s upgrade in EU’s agenda, as EU-LAC relations 
keep being relegated in second place precisely because of the stalemate in EU-LAC 
relations, that highlights a deeper structural problem within LAC countries: the 
difficulty in consolidating stable mechanisms of integration among them, which in turn 
makes hard for the EU to build balanced inter-regional relations and identify valid 
partners for cooperation. The pandemic vividly shows how the several regional and 
sub-regional frameworks produced by LAC, paralyzed by polarization and division, 
failed in delivering coordinated responses to COVID-19 (Alvarez, 2021). This lack of 
combined action and fragmentation led some scholars to define CELAC as a ‘dying’ 
institution (Malamud, 2020). However, CELAC seems more dormient than dead, and 
in process of waking up: during the 21st meeting of CELAC’s Foreign Ministers in 
July 2021, under the presidency of Mexico, president López Obrador called for a new 
Latin American order, to relaunch CELAC and even considering the substitution of 
the Organization of American States by a deeper integration progress (Camhaji, 2021). 
In this sense, 2022 could turn the cards on the table, as Mexico is pressing for passing 
CELAC’s presidency to Argentina (Argentina Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2021) and 
Brazil could reintegrate CELAC after 2022 presidential elections (Alvarez, 2021).
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As a result, these trends call for a more flexible European approach towards the region, 
acknowledging differences among LAC countries and creating incentives for pragmatic 
efforts to cooperate with countries and groups of countries that are ‘willing to do more 
to further common goals’ (European Commission, 2019, 15). Pragmatism indeed could 
reveal itself as the key in light of present challenges, building bi-regional relations with 
a variable geometry (Grabendorff, 2013; Sanahuja, 2020). If the line taken recently by 
European countries is a more diffuse dialogue with LAC countries (Alvarez, 2021), the 
bi-regional partnership could resume to tackle the climate crisis, continuing cooperating 
with Brazil- orphan CELAC and with Brazil one-to-one while diplomatically pressing 
the latter to return in CELAC, and trying to conciliate the agendas with international 
pledges, especially during 2021 crucial multilateral meetings and UN COPs. This route 
of action could significantly enhance the long-standing bi-regional environmental 
partnership between EU and LAC, fostering the arc of engagement to tackle the climate 
crisis.

THE ENVIRONMENTAL LONG-STANDING PARTNERSHIP: THE CASE 
OF EUROCLIMA

Over the last 20 years the EU-LAC partnership has produce several regional programs 
in Latin America, covering a wide range of topics and agendas, but especially on climate 
change, sustainable development and environment. This positive relationship is the 
result of three convergent processes: the proliferation of international environmental 
frameworks, LAC’s demands for better environmental standards and strong incentives 
for international cooperation (Dominguez, 2015a; Dominguez, 2015b). Indeed, the 
EU- LAC relationship in these areas, based on persuasion, socialization and normative 
emulation, despite being financially asymmetrical, allows to implement effective 
programs, as long as they are adapted to regional circumstances and owned in their 
design by local beneficiaries. As a result, an enriched dialogue based on best practices, 
policy innovation and inclusion of several partners with different capacities pave 
the way for transparency and collective monitoring, promoting a true environmental 
governance in Latin America (Dominguez, 2015b, 74). The environmental governance 
in LAC, especially strengthened by EU’s contribution, tends to encompass mitigation, 
adaptation and vulnerability lowering policies with the cross-cutting issue of 
sustainable development and the ‘macro-objective’ represented by fighting poverty 
(Dominguez, 2015b; Gauna González, 2017). LAC countries are indeed interested in 
environmental programmes that produce tangible results on local populations, on one 
hand to make climate policies ‘attractive’ as long as they are set to reduce poverty and 
inequalities; on the other, tackling through climate policies a structural Latin American 
problem such as poverty and inequality leads to reduce vulnerabilities and to build 
capabilities to face with own means future challenges (Gauna González, 2017, 46).

Having in mind these aspects, several environmental projects have been implemented 
through EU-LAC cooperation. Without the intention to be exhaustive, some of them 
concern mitigation and adaptation (LEDS LAC), climate modeling (CLIMACAP), 



39

capacity development in the water sector (RALCEA), reducing illegal logging 
(FLEGT South America programme, 2011-2014), coastal and watershed management 
(WATERCLIMA LAC), access to the Internet and renewable energies in remote and rural 
regions (EUROSOLAR, 2011-2o13) and green investment facilities (LAIF) (Dominguez, 
2015a; Gauna González, 2017).

Last but not least, the most important project in EU-LAC cooperation against climate 
change is EUROCLIMA. Established at the 2008 Lima summit and executed since 2010, 
its main goal is to ‘facilitate the integration of climate change mitigation and adaptation 
strategies and measures into public policies and development plans in Latin America’ 
(Gauna González, 2017, 32). The project has had so far three phases: in 2010-2013, the 
objective was to improve government officials and scientists’ knowledge on climate 
change. EUROCLIMA indeed organized trainings in innovative techniques on climate 
change as well as drafted guidelines and plans of action on adaptation and mitigation 
policies, elaborating studies on the socio-economic impacts of climate change 
(Dominguez, 2015a); due to its success, the European Commission at the EU-CELAC 
summit in 2013 in Santiago extended EUROCLIMA until 2016, this time focusing on 
strengthening the political dialogue between EU and LAC, through enhancing ‘the 
exchange of information and experiences, and increasing awareness and knowledge 
on climate change among political actors at the national, sub-regional and regional 
levels’ (Gauna González, 2017, 36). The resulting database paved the way for the 18 
LAC countries that participated in the project to implement their own climate policies. 
In 2016, after the Paris Agreement, EUROCLIMA became EUROCLIMA+, whose goal 
is to help LAC countries reaching COP21’s NDCs. Several current projects within 
EUROCLIMA+ are also linked to green recovery policies, ranging from water provision 
and resilient food production, to energy efficiency and nature-based solutions. As a 
result of the pandemic, EUROCLIMA+ started supporting countries in the analysis of 
COVID-19 impacts on NDC update plans (Butkeviciene, 2020).

It is important to underline that these environmental programmes are rooted in EU-LAC 
cooperation in Science, Technology and innovation, that is framed under the EU-LAC 
Joint Initiative for Research and Innovation (JIRI), established in 2010. Since investment 
in R&D in the LAC regions has traditionally been low and geographically concentrated, 
the JIRI brings together different actors from Europe and LAC in order to seek regional 
synergies (European Commission, 2018). Emphasizing the role of research for sustainable 
development, JIRI’s priorities are the mobility of researchers, research infrastructures 
and the inclusion of LAC in EU’s research and mobility programmes (Horizon 2020 and 
Erasmus+). For example, Horizon 2020 has built synergies with EUROCLIMA to link 
policymaking with R&I in the area of Knowledge Management for Climate Services, 
while the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre (JRC) collaborates with LAC 
scientific institutions regarding soil, water, climate change, disaster risk reduction and 
deforestation (European Commission, 2018; Butkeviciene, 2020).

Despite the limited resources allocated in EU-LAC environmental projects, EU-LAC 
cooperation has shaped an environmental agenda in which policy innovation, 
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inclusiveness and well-focused projects are crucial elements to make efficient use of 
EU resources (Dominguez, 2015b). Undoubtedly, environmental cooperation between 
EU and LAC is one of the most successful areas of the bi-regional partnership, with 
positive and beneficial impacts of the rolled-out projects. The exchange of knowledge, 
information, toolkits, capabilities, technology and best practices allow to independently 
face problems and to link sustainable development with fighting poverty and inequality. 
Even though financial assistance is still moving from Europe to Latin America, the 
region has developed experience in environmental and climate change affairs, so that a 
bidirectional technical cooperation is more likely than before (Gauna González, 2017). 
In addition, the EU’s new Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) for the period 
2021-2027 has reformed international cooperation instruments, paving the way for new 
synergies and opportunities.

THE EU’S NEW INSTRUMENTS FOR COOPERATION: 
‘RE-POLITIZATION’ OF EU-LAC RELATIONS?

In fact, European Commission’s geo-strategic priorities, reflected into the MFF 
2021-2027, have a clear impact on EU-LAC cooperation. Instruments dedicated 
to external action have been revised and simplified under the new framework of 
Global Europe, with the major novelty being the Neighbourhood, Development and 
International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI). Merging the several current external 
financing instruments under the EU budget to improve efficiency and management, 
the European Commission will support countries in achieving commitments and goals 
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Paris Agreement (European 
Commission, 2021b). This way, the EU intends to substantially increase access to 
finance, in order to boost green recovery, support public- private partnerships (PPPs) 
and help overcoming development gaps in LAC through its effective inclusion in 
regional and global value chains. More generally, six main aspects of NDICI can be 
highlighted regarding EU-LAC cooperation (Altrogge, 2021):

 • The principle of ‘graduation’ has disappeared, allowing to finance cooperation 
with medium-high income countries;

 • Comparing to the MFF 2014-2020, resources allocated to the region have been 
disproportionately reduced to €3.39 billion, placing the Americas and the 
Caribbean in last place;26

 • NDICI sets some topic priorities in the use of the budget: 30% of total expenditure 
will have to be allocated to programmes regarding the climate crisis;

 • Resources will be programmed mainly using a geographical approach, focusing 
on bilateral initiatives backed by combined funding (blending) and External 
Action Guarantees, including triangular agreements (European Union, 2021b);

 • EU’s External Action priorities guide programming, execution and investments, 
defining a policy first approach;

26 A “buffer” of unallocated funds could finance programs in LAC under the thematic framework of the 
NDICI in case of new needs, emerging challenges and new priorities (European Commission, 2021b).
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 • The DG International Partnerships of the European Commission has identified 
collaborative flagship programmes that include financial cooperation and private 
investments named Team Europe Initiatives (TEIs), based on common interests 
shared by Member States and the European Commission.

One remark to do is the paradox between the EU’s geostrategic ambition to build partner-
ships with like- minded partners and LAC’s irrelevance among EU’s priorities, as the 
budgetary allocation can show. Also, the persistence of development gaps and COVID-19 
dire consequences in the region question this decision. Nevertheless, as the environ-
mental cooperation demonstrates, positive impacts depend not only on the amount of 
the budget, but also on the way in which projects are executed (Altrogge, 2021).

Secondly, particularly promising is the policy first approach, with Team Europe’s 
joint programming, implementation and dialogue with partners (European Union, 
2021). Thus, the virtuous relationship between policy dialogues between EU-LAC 
administrations and technical and financial cooperation is recognized: such stable 
dialogue mechanisms allow to strengthen institutions and public policies, guide 
technical and financial cooperation towards inclusive and sustainable development 
and create spaces of trust and alliances between administrations. The policy first 
approach is therefore a diffused basis to ‘re- politicize’ EU-LAC relations, given the 
aforementioned stalemate in bi-regional summits (Altrogge, 2021). The NDICI’s 
pillars (the 5 Ps: People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnerships) lay down a 
common roadmap for bi-regional relations, in which the several spaces of dialogue 
and exchange of experiences become of great importance, especially if civil society is 
genuinely included in design and implementation. The enormous richness represented 
by the networks and policy dialogues rooted in the regional programmes in LAC 
countries have not been fully integrated by the EU, so the NDICI can be a major 
improvement to enhance existing synergies and create new ones. These partnerships, 
that develop institutional capabilities and mutual learning, consisting in a large pool 
of relational capital, mutual trust and positive feedbacks, are the backbone and a value 
for the construction of a Euro-Latin-American political space and agenda. In this sense, 
a major challenge in the coming years will be achieving a ‘real, representative and 
substantial participation of the 27 EU member states’, as countries with the strongest 
ties to the region are disproportionately involved in cooperation programs, revealing 
the future key role of the European Commission in achieving the greatest possible 
inclusion (Altrogge, 2021, 16).

Finally, TEIs exploits collaborative work and additional financial resources (blending, 
guarantees, private investment) in order to achieve a bigger impact on shared 
priorities. In line to these objectives and to mobilize further funding and participation 
(inclusiveness), the European Commission is including in this ‘co-creation’ process the 
European Investment Bank, as well as the Inter-American Investment Bank (IADB) 
and the CAF-Development Bank of Latin America. Until March 2021, the European 
Commission pre- selected 17 TEIs in LAC, supported through the Regional Multiannual 
Indicative Programme (MIP), that is comprised of a Pan-American window and one for 
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the Caribbean. Following MIP’s priorities, we found the Green transition as priority 
number one, with the objectives of increasing ambition and effectiveness of climate 
action, improving conservation of biodiversity and accelerating transition to a circular 
economy. As a result, among the main TEIs in LAC, one regards a Green Deal with a 
Green transition and another focuses on the Amazon basin (European Union, 2021b).

Therefore, a ‘re-politization’ of EU-LAC relations will eventually be possible on one 
hand by avoiding a too Eurocentric approach in TEIs, on the other by making the most 
of existing dialogues and partnerships. Articulating the interests embedded in TEIs, 
the region’s priorities and a bi-regional agenda based on shared values will be the 
biggest challenge of EU-LAC cooperation in the coming years (Altrogge, 2021).

ROOM FOR COOPERATION FOR A GREEN RECOVERY

In light of this EU’s instruments reform, the bi-regional partnership can live a relaunch 
in its status especially because of the existence of a wide room for environmental 
cooperation for a green post- pandemic recovery. In this sense, without claiming to 
be exhaustive, we now focus on some areas to make bi-regional cooperation better 
adapted to regional and sub-regional needs, in line with global pressing challenges: 
innovation, green fiscal reforms and green finance.

Innovation: COVID-19 has exposed LAC’s structural vulnerabilities and a lack of 
dynamism rooted in remarkably low levels of innovation heavily dependent on the US 
and China. At the same time, innovation is the key to boost productivity and to provide 
the opportunity for inclusive and green growth, so that EU-LAC innovation cooperation 
could be a way for the region to develop national innovation systems (Bilotta & Siara, 
2020). Concerning the EU, a common technology agenda could improve its position in 
the global innovation landscape, as a transatlantic collaboration based on PPPs would 
provide economies of scale and economies of scope not fully exploited yet.27 In this 
regard, it is positive that the EU framework for research and innovation for 2021-2027, 
Horizon Europe, will be open to the world. The JIRI will have a key role in identifying 
opportunities for sustainable territorial development, innovation in agriculture, 
bioeconomy, circular economy and climate change (European Commission, 2021a): 
regional innovation strategies open potential long-term win-win partnerships where 
innovation districts and clusters are an opportunity for productive diversification 
and upgrade, because increasing economic complexity results in reduction in GHGs 
emissions (Romero & Gramkow, 2021) . In this sense, initiatives of mapping bi-regional 
best practices in innovation like POLOS de Competitividad (European Union, 2015) are 
vital to draw a strategic roadmap for EU-LAC cooperation.

Fiscal reforms: green fiscal reforms, that put a price on carbon and remove fossil 
fuel subsidies, are crucial to climate change mitigation, but also improve national tax 

27 A case of positive alignment between national public innovation systems and private agents is the BELLA 
consortium.
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systems with additional public revenues that could be employed for a green recovery 
(Jakob, et al., 2019). In a context of low fuel prices, a carbon tax in LAC could result in 
a rise in renewable energies consumption, a decrease in energy intensity, an increase 
in GDP per capita and a reduction in inequality (Alatorre, et al., 2018). However, in 
LAC, such reforms carry significant political costs, and a just transition would affect 
sectors other than European ones, for which different means of compensation would 
be needed. For this reason, the bi-regional partnership could significantly help in 
gathering Environment and Treasury Ministries to conceive together environmental 
and fiscal policies as comprehensive development strategies, such as the social cost 
of carbon in public investments. It would be possible to design environmental taxes 
in which the EU has expertise (such on waste and on water and air pollution) and 
to set up just Emission Trade Schemes and progressive carbon taxes at the national, 
sub-regional and regional level, drawing from best practices, technical cooperation and 
innovative green fiscal tools.

Green finance: a COVID-19 green recovery will require significant funding and 
resources mobilization. In this sense, green bond markets could represent a major 
opportunity, without being a silver bullet. Requiring a joint effort from governments, 
the private sector and civil society, green bonds can catalyze investment towards social, 
sustainable and green projects in LAC as well as the EU. In this regard, renewable 
energies are a promising sector for cooperation, as shows Germany-Chile agreement for 
green hydrogen production: being an opportunity of insertion in global value chains 
(GVC), it represents a win- win situation for FDI and local beneficiaries. Furthermore, 
cooperation in designing common taxonomies and standards adapted to sustainable 
development needs, alongside report standardization and transparency, is imperative 
to develop innovative financing instruments tailored to green, resilient and inclusive 
growth (Restrepo-Ochoa, et al., 2020). In this sense, joint initiatives like the Central 
Banks and Supervisors Network for Greening the Financial Systems are particularly 
welcomed (NGFS, 2021).

SINATRA’S DOCTRINE AND DEVELOPMENT IN TRANSITION: 
CONCEPTS FOR A BIG PUSH FOR SUSTAINABILITY

Given this room for cooperation for a green recovery after COVID-19, there are some 
theoretical concepts worth briefly emphasizing for their ability to politically revitalize 
the EU-LAC strategic partnership: the Sinatra’s doctrine embedded in EU’s Green Deal 
and the notion of development in transition.

Without going into detail, it can be highlighted that the European Green Deal, the 
vast mitigation and adaptation to climate change programme of the EU, is actually a 
comprehensive strategy for a more just and prosper society (Sanahuja, 2021): the policy 
package is regions-scoped28 and includes carbon neutrality in 2050, de-carbonization 

28 The territorial-regional approach of the EU Green Deal is particularly suggestive to draw lessons to be 
applied in LAC, given its territorial and environmental heterogeneity.
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of energy mix through renewable sources, circular economy and sustainable transport 
systems, biodiversity protection and reforms in agriculture and land use. To achieve 
these objectives, green fiscal reforms, climate finance, public investments and industrial 
policies are explicitly envisaged, which represent an important step for the European 
Union in terms of productive and strategic autonomy. In this sense, the Green Deal has 
a significant external projection, because it will entail a more assertive environmental 
diplomacy in multilateral meetings and with EU partners by enforcing the so-called 
regulatory power of the EU (Sanahuja, 2021). To that end, the Green Deal with the 
NDICI is an instrument for the Sinatra’s doctrine in foreign policy, that recalls the song 
‘My way’ to highlight the need for the EU to act autonomously in its own way, basing 
relations with partners on common interests, values and goals. EU-LAC relationship 
is therefore an opportunity to develop the external dimension of the Green Deal and 
a ‘geopolitical Europe’, combining the social agenda for LAC with environmental 
policies designed simultaneously as development and foreign policies.

Hand in hand with the Sinatra’s doctrine comes the notion of development in transition 
(OECD; ECLAC, 2019). Resulted from a dialogue between Europe and LAC, this concept 
conceives development as a continuous and non-linear process, in which the mere 
economic dimension is too narrow to evaluate countries. As a result, it is necessary to 
develop a wider international cooperation framework that includes a vast toolkit of 
instruments, in order to overcome the four brakes to development (low productivity, 
social fragility, environmental vulnerability and weak public institutions) and to lay the 
ground for more sustainable development models (ECLAC, 2021b). In this sense, it is 
clear how the EU’s pragmatic approach of variable geometry towards LAC is intertwined 
with such analytical framework of development (from graduation to gradation): less 
asymmetrical forms of cooperation need to be enhanced, more suited to countries in 
transitional development and rooted in dialogues, shared responsibilities and mutual 
trust. Such EU-LAC partnership would help countries in transitional development to 
reach a transformative recovery, closing the three structural gaps in LAC (economic, 
social and environmental; ECLAC, 2020). The resulting structural change for the region 
would be organized around some pivot and dynamizer sectors for a big environmental 
push for sustainability (Bárcena, et al., 2020; ECLAC, 2021a; ECLAC, 2021b), namely 
non-conventional renewable energies, urban electromobility, universal digitization, 
health manufacturing industry, bioeconomy, care society, circular economy and 
sustainable tourism. These sectors have the potential to generate good quality jobs, 
innovation, productive diversification and bi-regional cooperation, paving the way for 
a more inclusive and sustainable development model and for building forward better.



45

FINAL THOUGHTS

This short essay has tried to give an overview of the current global context, marked 
by the post-pandemic recovery and the pressing climate emergency, and of the current 
condition of the EU-LAC strategic partnership, emphasizing the road made until 
nowadays, the stalemates, old challenges and new opportunities.

Needless to say, despite the analytical focus on green post-pandemic recovery 
and environmental issues regarding the bi-regional partnership, it is important to 
underscore that this is just a side of a multifaceted prism. Green recovery is not possible 
without climate justice,29 just transition, inclusive welfare systems and the reduction 
of inequalities. Indeed, sustainable development is a comprehensive framework to 
tackle the environmental, social and economic emergencies together, dramatically 
compounded by the pandemic.

For that reason, the goal is to grow with equality and sustainability. Regions like LAC, 
heavily struck by the pandemic, were in bad shape even before March 2020. In order 
to recover with equality and inclusion, it will be necessary to overcome the structural 
problems that distinguish the most unequal region in the world. Without a structural 
change in the productive structure and in consumption patterns and an environmental 
big push in mitigation and adaptation strategies, it will not be possible to close the 
three gaps that affect the region (Bárcena, et al., 2020).

In this dire context, the EU-LAC partnership can sponsor the required political 
narratives and relaunch cooperation for a transformative green recovery in both 
sides of the Atlantic. Concepts like the arc of engagement, the Sinatra’s doctrine and 
development in transition are precisely the theoretical and practical foundations for 
future political, social and economic compacts between two regions that share history, 
values and interests.

A path worth exploring is a renovated cooperation framework embracing the adaptation 
to national strategies, the opportunities for development and the shared contribution 
to the generation of regional and global public goods. Based on multilateralism and 
common views, a multi-tool kit cooperation with innovative forms and instruments 
would make it possible to escape development obstacles and build forward better. The 
challenge is politically enormous, but it is worth trying for.

29 A milestone in this regard is the legally ground-breaking Escazú Agreement, concerning the Access to 
Information, Public Participation and Justice in Environmental Matters in LAC. It entered into force in April 
2021
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