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Editorial
At a fi rst glance it seems surprising that for 
a region like Central America, with people 
talking the same language and having a 
very similiar cultural background, it took 
so long to take serious steps in its inte-
gration process. As this new edition of the 
Regional Integration Observer (RIO) de-
scribes, a central reason for this impasse 
was the fact that for a long time the region 
has suffered from internal confl icts and 
seemingly irreconcilable contradictions.

Although those struggles are over and 
gave room to new integration efforts and 
a stronger institutional setup in the 90s, 
there are still defi cits. Important institu-
tions like the Central American Court of 
Justice or the Central American Parlia-
ment have only weak infl uence and more-
over there are differences in the economic 
effi ciency of the member states. It is ob-
vious that the region is facing vital chal-
lenges for the future.

To analyze these challenges, ZEI has 
designed this current edition of the RIO 
together with the “Universidad Estatal a 
Distancia” (State Distance University - 
UNED) in San José, Costa Rica. It should 
serve as an incentive for further engage-
ment of the educational sector in the fi eld 
of Central American regional integration. 
In this context, UNED will open up soon a 
research institute on European and Cen-
tral American integration.

Scholars from Central America and Eu-
rope have provided their expertise and 
own experience to examine the most im-
portant issues of Central American region-
al integration. Articles refl ect the regional 
security model and deal with prospects of 
an Association Agreement with the Euro-
pean Union. In the RIO interview we are 
glad to include a voice of one of the main 
stakeholders of integration efforts in the 
region, the Secretary-General of SICA.     

Matthias Vogl, Junior Fellow at ZEI
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1. Security to achieve a lasting peace.

In the last decades of the 20th century, 
peace in Central America was seriously 
disrupted by armed uprisings in several 
countries of the region, activated by the 
ideological confrontation between East and 
West but had a deeper cause in structural 
problems, which had to and still have to be 
solved by peaceful democratic change.

The highest representatives in the Central 
American states realized that apart from 
the ideological aspects, this situation was 
the result of different perceptions of life 
and the structure of power in their demo-
cracies. They concluded that peace in Cen-
tral America could only be a product of an 
authentic, pluralist and participative demo-
cratic process that implies the promotion of 
social justice, the respect for human rights, 
sovereignty and territorial integrity, as well 
as the right of all nations to determine their 
economic, political and social model freely 
and without any foreign interference. This 

decision then had to be regarded as the will 
of the people. At the same time, the heads 
of states indicated that it was necessary 
to initiate a process of regional integration 
(Declaration of Esquipulas I, Guatemala, 
25 March 1986) in order to solve the exis-
ting crisis and to contribute to the develop-
ment of Central American countries.

The following presidential summits of the 
so-called “Process of Esquipulas” led to a 
compromise to create a new model of regi-
onal security in 1990 (Declaration of Pun-
tarenas, Costa Rica, 17 December 1990). 
However, negotiations on the project of a 
“Central American Treaty on Security,” with 
a traditional military content and scope but 
including articles on cooperation and con-
fi dence building, continued simultaneously.

It was Honduras that took the initiative to 
promote the change that ended the ambi-
guity concerning the nature of security in 
Central America. New threats to regional 
security were identifi ed on the basis of dan-
gers defi ned by different presidential sum-
mits. Moreover, Honduras added to those 
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threats other aspects such as fi ght against 
corruption and the link between security 
and development, democracy, peace and 
freedom. For this systematization we also 
looked at the new approaches discussed 
by the “Conference on Security and Coope-
ration in Europe” laid down in the Final Act 
of Helsinki in 1975 and the Charter of Paris 
for a new Europe in 1990.

On 12 October 1991, Honduras presented 
to the Central American governments the 
draft treaty called: “Charter of the Commu-
nity of the Central American Isthmus”. This 
document suggested establishing a new 
organization to strengthen regional integ-
ration and transform Central America into 
a region of peace, liberty, democracy and 
development. Therefore, it included, among 
others, the will to build up a new model of 
regional security with a special focus on 
democracy and sustained human develop-
ment. The model was conceived beyond 
the traditional concept of national security. 
Thus, it should contribute to overcome ext-
reme poverty, protect the environment and 
eradicate violence, corruption, terrorism 
and drug-traffi cking. These efforts for regi-
onal security should be seen as an answer 
to the need to secure sustainable peace 
and liberty through the creation of condi-
tions appropriate for human development 
and a dignifi ed life for all inhabitants, which 
should be facilitated by pluralist and partici-
pative democratic institutions.

The new model for regional security was 
formally pointed out on 13 December 1991, 
when the “Protocol of Tegucigalpa,” to the 
“Charter of the Organization of Central 
American States” (ODECA), was signed. 
This protocol founded the Central American 
Integration System (SICA) as a successor 
to the ODECA. In this Protocol, the rational 
balance of forces and the arms trade were 
added as additional components to the as-
pects already mentioned in the Charter pre-
sented by Honduras. The implementation 
of this new model was to be the object of a 
special treaty.

2. Security linked to the human dimension.

The “Framework Treaty on Democratic Se-
curity” was signed on 15 December 1995. 
In order to be qualifi ed as “democratic”, se-
curity had to follow the objectives of peace, 
development, democracy and liberty, as 

well as promote the principle of human di-
gnity in Central America. Thereby the old 
doctrine focusing on the national security of 
states was rejected.

Against this background, the framework 
treaty stands for the philosophy of demo-
cratic humanism laid down in the “Protocol 
of Tegucigalpa” and specifi ed by the regio-
nal strategy for sustained development (Al-
liance for Sustained Development of Cen-
tral America, Nicaragua, 12 October 1994).
The organs for the application of the frame-
work treaty are: The summit of Presidents, 
the Council of Foreign Ministers, the Com-
mission for Security and the Consultative 
Committee. The participation of civil society 
on a regional level in the Consultative Com-
mittee refers only to the security of persons 
and their goods and does not concern se-
curity issues between the states. This limi-
tation is contrary to the nature of the new 
model of democratic security.

The principal threats to the security of in-
habitants and to the stability of democratic 
societies in Central America, according to 
the treaty are: the lack of subordination of 
the military to the civil power; the absence 
of ideological pluralism, economic freedom 
and sustainable development; the lack of 
consumer protection, the protection of en-
vironment and the cultural heritage; pover-
ty, violence, corruption, impunity, terrorism, 
drugs, the arms trade and the regional im-
balance of forces. 

In facing these threats it was agreed that 
the principal object of protection should 
be the human being (human security) as 
well as the defensive security of territory 
and national sovereignty. Because of that 
the Central American model of security is 
closely linked to the human dimension, 
whose essential requirements are the res-
pect for human dignity, the improvement of 
the quality of living and the full development 
of the potential of Central American inha-
bitants. As a consequence, the framework 
treaty links the solution of the problems of 
human security in the Central American 
region to a comprehensive vision, interre-
lating all aspects of sustainable human de-
velopment, be it in the political, economic, 
social, cultural or ecologic realm.

Therefore, the national and regional ap-
plication of the security model has to lead 

the existing resources to focus more and 
more on social investment. Member States 
are obliged to adjust their national budgets, 
taking into account the different realities 
in every country, to the benefi t of the so-
cial sector including health, education and 
other sectors which contribute the improve-
ment of the quality of living of every citizen, 
especially the weakest members of society.

For the implementation of the obligations 
summarized under the headline “security 
of persons and their goods” agreements 
on certain crimes like terrorism, drug-traf-
fi cking, transnational organized crime, ille-
gal arms trade, car theft and on the preven-
tion and mitigation of disasters and aspects 
of touristical security were prioritized (Regi-
onal Strategy and Mechanism on the Coor-
dination of Disasters). In order to enhance 
the fi ght against corruption, the “Declara-
tion of Guatemala for a Region free from 
Corruption” was signed in November 2006. 

With regard to the new security concept for 
Central America, the treaty implementation 
has privileged military and police measu-
res. What has hampered the equilibrium 
and the orientation towards the elements 
that have an explicit importance to valori-
ze the model of “democratic security” in its 
particularity such as the formulation of the 
regional strategy on sustainable human de-
velopment, the self-determination of Cen-
tral America and the establishment of the 
preventive early warning mechanism for all 
categories of threats for regional security. 
These elements are needed to fulfi ll the 
purpose of the framework treaty, in parti-
cular human dignity, which fundamentally 
inspired its formulation and led to create a 
“Central American Mechanism of Informati-
on and Communication” where it highlights 
the implementation of an “Index of Central 
American Security”. This index shall include 
all possible kinds of threats for the regional 
human security and provide a systematic 
monitoring element to verify the effective-
ness of the new model. When a certain th-
reat occurs, it shall give early warning signs 
and contribute to the solution of the prob-
lem. This information component shall be 
complemented by a permanent mechanism 
of communication to prevent incidents.

The new concept of regional security fo-
reseen in the “Protocol of Tegucigalpa” is 
juridically binding for the seven states of 
Central America. However, up to now the 
application of principles and mechanisms 
presented by the “Framework Treaty of De-
mocratic Security in Central America“ has 
only come into force in Belize, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua. On 
the international level, the “Special Confe-
rence on Security” and the “Organization 
of American States” formulated declara-
tions on the model of “democratic security” 
in June 2004, confi rming its progress and 
underlining its innovative vision and multidi-
mensional perception of security and high-
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lighting the substantive contributions of the 
SICA to this hemispheric security scheme. 

3. Effi ciency of the new model.
   
The model of democratic security in Central 
America is the fi rst conventional scheme of 
integral human security in the world. It has 
been the object of international recognition 
due to of its innovative humanistic charac-
ter, which is in accordance with the uni-
versal principles of democracy. The model 
has institutionalized a new vision of human 
security and regional defense which goes 
beyond a defensive meaning of national 
security and develops a conviction of hu-
man security as preventive and cooperati-
ve, rooted in the rule of law. The model is 
valid and applicable on a national as well 
as on a regional level. Even today, its imple-
mentation, through a series of agreements 
referring to the security of persons and 
their goods and to regional security, has 
revealed a tendency towards military as-
pects and aspects of control and sanction. 
Even though these aspects are important 
as well they cannot be the only answer to 
the essential core of the new model which 
task is to prevent negative effects of certain 
threats to the populations, eradicate struc-
tural causes of insecurity and provide de-

mocratic governability in Central America.
 
Even 13 years after entering into force, the 
framework treaty on democratic security in 
Central America still has not been ratifi ed 
by Costa Rica and Panama. There is now 
an evaluation planned to determine possib-
le modifi cations. Nevertheless, what is nee-
ded even more than modifi cations is the im-
plementation of the framework treaty. This 
is essential due to its signifi cance as one 
of the successive treaties of the Central 
American integration process, taking into 
account its objective and goal that must be 
respected by the countries even if they did 
not ratify the treaty. The Vienna Convention 
on Treaty Law established this principle.

Thus, effi ciency of the model of democratic 
security can only be achieved and the mo-
del can only be implemented if the following 
two requirements are fulfi lled:
1. Its interaction with the whole regional ju-
dicial order of Central America, particularly 
the Protocol of Tegucigalpa, which institu-
tionalized SICA and the acts derived from 
or complementary to this protocol such as 
the Alliance for Sustainable Development 
for Central America (ALIDES), the Trea-
ty of Central American Social Integration, 
the Protocol of Guatemala to the General 

Treaty of Central American Economic Inte-
gration, the Statute of the Central American 
Court of Justice and others.

2. Its interpretation according to its objecti-
ves including the respect for human rights 
of all Central American citizens, the conti-
nuing improvement of living standards, the 
active participation of civil society and the 
consolidation of the rule of law to fi nally 
create a region in peace, freedom, demo-
cracy and development.

The functioning of the model of democra-
tic security in Central America depends on 
the coordination, harmonization and con-
vergence of the member states’ policies 
as well as on the concrete political, social, 
economic, cultural and environmental ac-
tions of the institutions of SICA. In other 
words, the new model of democratic secu-
rity on the regional and the national level 
is a public good, a basic presupposition to 
transform Central America into a region of 
sustainable human development in peace, 
democracy and freedom. 

* Roberto Herrera Cáceres is University 
Professor and was the fi rst Secretary-Ge-
neral of the Central American Integration 
System (SICA). 

A Preview of the EU-LAC May 2010 Summit in Madrid

* Felix Peña

“Towards a new phase of the bi-regional 
association: innovation and technology for 
sustainable development and social inclu-
sion” is the central theme of the 6th Sum-
mit between the European Union (EU) 
and Latin America and Caribbean (LAC) 
countries that takes place in Madrid next 
May 18th.
 
After a ten-year experience with mixed 
results, which began at the 1999 Rio de 
Janeiro Summit, Madrid could be a unique 
opportunity to adapt to new global and 
regional realities with the goals, agenda 
and working methods of these bi-regional 
transatlantic relations.
 
The world, EU and LAC are very different 
today from what they were when the ori-
ginal idea for a strategic bi-regional asso-
ciation was launched making adaptation 
necessary. It is necessary to conceive the 
new phase with a pragmatic vision of the 
future and to draw concrete and very fl e-
xible action plans for the next ten years 
(2010-2020). But assuming that there are 
strong reasons for cooperation, emphasis 
should be placed more on defi ning how to 
work together on priority issues of interest 
for both regions.

In particular, on some of the diffi culties 
that have been faced in the last ten years.  

These diffi culties may account for the me-
ager results obtained until now as a result 
of diversities and asymmetries that exist 
between the forms of organization of both 
regional geographic spaces. 

On the one hand, in Europe there is a rela-
tively solid institutional construction with a 
great potential for irreversibility, in spite of 
the diffi culties that have become manifest 
by the differentiated effects of the global 
fi nancial crisis. While, in LAC the integra-
tions efforts are still fragmented and preca-
rious. On many issues, the region does not 
speak with a common voice.
 
Still, it is possible some of the outstanding 
issues in the transatlantic bi-regional relati-
onship could be resolved before or during 
the Madrid Summit. These include the as-
sociation agreement between the EU and 
Central American countries and the ne-
gotiations with some if not all the member 
countries of the Andean Community. The-
se would add to the existing agreements 
with Chile and Mexico. The EU has also 
concluded a strategic alliance agreement 
with Brazil that does not include commer-
cial preferences but encompasses a wide 
spectrum of joint actions. Even if it has not 
yet been possible to fi nalize the bi-regional 
association agreement between the EU 
and Mercosur, both sides have recently si-
gnalized their intention to advance in their 
negotiations during this year.

The main issues of the bi-regional agenda, 
however, go beyond the preferential trade 
negotiations. They are related to some of 
the issues that demand collective answers 
at the global level, such as those of cli-
mate change and the environment; reform 
of international fi nancial institutions; con-
ditions for the integration of transnational 
production chains; food safety; new sour-
ces of energy; migrations, and collective 
security, among others.
 
Additionally, new non-preferential mo-
dalities should be included in the future 
bi-regional agenda as well. These would 
include for example, cooperation to incre-
ase trade and investment fl ows; fi nancial 
support for infrastructure projects to im-
prove the quality of the physical connec-
tions among markets, and joint projects in 
the fi eld of innovation and technology for 
sustainable development and social inclu-
sion – the last one being the main theme 
of the Madrid Summit. Some of those is-
sues are included in the main proposals 
presented last September to the EU Com-
mission through a Communication on 
“The European Union and Latin America: 
Global Players in Partnership”.

* Felix Peña is Director at the Center 
for European Integration Studies at the 
„Universidad Tres de Febrero“ in Buenos 
Aires.
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The Association Agreement between Central America and the European Union 
and its Effect on Central American integration
* Fernando Ocampo

The Central American Integration System 
(SICA), as it is known today, is the result 
of a long, evolutionary process that allowed 
the region to establish a scheme that faci-
litates commercial and political exchange 
between the Central American countries. In 
this context, SICA’s institutions have been 
established and adapted against the back-
ground of the present challenges. Still, the 
Central American integration process has 
proved to be diffi cult to be implemented 
with regard to political as well as economic 
aspects. One reason for the diffi culties is 
that the objectives set have often been bey-
ond the reality within the Member States. 
This is due to important differences in the 
countries’ political institutional setup.

In order to understand Central American 
integration from a commercial perspective 
one has to start at its origins in 1951, when 
the Organization of Central American Sta-
tes (ODECA) was founded. Later, with the 
General Treaty on Economic Integration 
(TGIECA), a customs union was planned 
for the region, which was to eliminate all 
obstacles to the exchange of goods by es-
tablishing a common external tariff. Still, the 
internal confl icts in different Central Ameri-
can countries in the 1970´s and 1980´s had 
an extremely negative effect on regional 
integration efforts.

Nevertheless, despite these two decades 
of confl ict, today’s Central America is one of 
the most integrated regions in the world and 
has established a set of instruments that al-
low the region to integrate even further. In 
1991 the judicial framework of ODECA was 
transformed into a more dynamic entity, 
which became the Central American Inte-
gration System. For this step as well as in 
the whole history of regional integration in 
Central America, the work of the European 
Union (EU) that through its integration had 
developed to an important international ac-
tor with a stable institutional setup and par-

ticipation of civil society, served as a source 
of inspiration.

Since the meetings of the San José Dia-
logue in 1984, which were the basis of the 
cooperation between the EU and Central 
America, pacifi cation, political stability and 
the creation of a mechanism to support 
economic development and integration 
have been defi ned to be the main priori-
ties of partnership. In the fi nal declaration 
of the Summit of Guadalajara in 2004, the 
objective to promote regional integration as 
a means to implement projects of sustaina-
ble economic, cultural and human develop-
ment on a regional level was reaffi rmed. In 
recent times, apart from general develop-
ment and integration, the programs of eco-
nomic transformation and liberalization in 
Central America have drawn Europe’s inte-
rest. The sectors of trade, cooperation and 
investment have also drawn the interest of 
Europe and have played a role in infl uen-
cing the agenda between the two regions.

Because of this mutual interest and the 
capacities for trade, which Central Ameri-
ca has developed in the meantime, there 
is pressure to establish new measures that 
strengthen the trade relations and political 
cooperation between the EU and Central 
America even more. Therefore, after seve-
ral years of dialogue and rapprochement 
with Europe, within the context of the EU-
LAC Summit in Vienna in 2006, the Heads 
of State have taken the initiative to negoti-
ate an Association Agreement between the 
European Union and Central America.

In the framework of negotiations it is im-
portant to see that the mandate contains a 
series of requirements, with many of them 
referring to an enforcement of the regional 
integration process as a precondition for the 
Association Agreement. From an analytical 
perspective, these requirements are a typi-
cal component of third generation Associa-
tion Agreements and an important clue in 
determining the infl uence the negotiations 
have on Central American integration.

The Association Agreement includes three 
pillars of negotiation: trade, politics and co-
operation. Therefore, it belongs to a com-
plex category of agreements. In general, a 
mandate for a bi-regional agreement was 
formulated at the Summit of Vienna. Still, 
from the Europeans’ point of view, certain 
conditions emanate that have to be consi-
dered before the negotiation starts. One of 
these requirements is the condition to fa-
cilitate concrete progress in regional integ-
ration. This, no doubt, represents a diffi cult 
objective for Central American countries, 
because with an acceleration of regional in-
tegration, basic state processes are affec-
ted that are directly linked to very different 

realities within the countries, be it the level 
of commercial development or the capacity 
to implement norms of International Law.

From a more commercial perspective, an 
essential goal of Europe is an integrated 
Central American region that facilitates the 
free circulation of goods produced in the re-
gion. Since March 2006, the fi rst steps have 
been taken in this direction. At that time the 
Central American Heads of State met in 
Panamá and decided on a series of arran-
gements to establish a customs union and 
strengthen the institutional infrastructure for 
regional integration. The customs union is 
very advanced in its implementation. Of the 
goods 99 % enjoy free trade at the present 
and the common external tariff has been 
harmonized in 94% of the customs sector. 
This percentage is one of the highest of all 
integration schemes on the American con-
tinent and in the whole developing world.

It was reported to the EU that the Central 
American region plans to establish more 
comprehensive rules for commerce, parti-
cularly in areas like customs, mechanisms 
for confl ict resolution or data security to 
facilitate interregional trade. Still there are 
other areas where a lot of work has to be 
done, like for example taxation systems, 
technical standards, the medical sector or 
environmental protection. Here efforts are 
currently concentrated.

It can be concluded that the EU has, in 
general, had a big infl uence on Central 
American integration and that the most 
important objective has been to fi nalize 
the consolidation of the customs union in 
a sustainable way, without being forced to 
make compromises that impede any coun-
try from participating. In this context, it is a 
crucial challenge for the EU to perceive the 
limits of its requirements and demands and 
to avoid including problematic aspects that 
could make the Association Agreement fail, 
instead of helping. As negotiations are con-
tinuing now after the suspension because 
of the coup in Honduras, there is hope that 
the agreement will be completed this year. 
For the time being, we will continue to work 
on the complete implementation of the cus-
toms union. 

* Fernando Ocampo is Professor at the 
State Distance University of Costa Rica. 
He is also member of the Central American 
delegation in the negotiaions with the EU.

The symbol of the System of Central Ame-
rican Integration with the pillars: Develop-
ment, Liberty, Democracy and Peace.
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Dysfunctional aspects and perspectives of Central American Integration

Campus of the State Distance University in San José, Costa Rica.

* Luis Arnoldo Rubio Rios 

To give a clear picture of the functioning 
and the future perspectives of Central Ame-
rican regional integration since its origins in 
1960, and to know why that now after 50 
years, this process has not developed as it 
was planned and hoped for, it is important 
to fi rst of all take into account some distur-
bing factors that have occurred again and 
again from the beginning to the present.

The process of Central American integrati-
on started in the early years of the 1960´s 
but was already put on hold for the fi rst time 
with the war between Honduras and El Sal-
vador in July 1969. This confl ict began as 
a border confl ict and was exacerbated by 
the migration of farmers from El Salvador 
to Costa Rica. In fact, it was a pointless war 
but it interrupted the integration process for 
a period of eight years in Central America. 
Finally, having solved this problem, the 
“Sandinistas” tried to overthrow the dicta-
torship of Somoza in Nicaragua and at the 
same time the movements to topple autho-
ritative regimes in El Salvador, Guatemala 
and Honduras were growing stronger.

These struggles, which lasted approxi-
mately 15 years from 1972 to 1987, ham-
pered regional integration because political 
leaders were more interested in solving 
their internal problems then steering the in-
tegration process back into the right direc-
tion. Moreover, after the regional peace of 
Esquipulas in 1987, the effects of the eco-
nomic crisis in the 80´s hit the economies of 
Central American Countries very hard. With 
the Protocol of Tegucigalpa in 1991, inte-
gration in Central America seemed to gain 
ground again: its institutions were reformed 
in  preparation for a new vision of the region 
in the 21 century. But the world was again 
at that moment facing radical changes and 
being transformed from a bipolar into a 
more multi-polar world.

Apart from these political obstacles there 
were also natural disasters such as hur-
ricanes, earthquakes, fl oods and other 
such disasters that have again and again 
distracted the integration process because 
of the resulting national urgencies. It its in 
the framework of these circumstances that 
an analysis of the structural defects and of 
the future options of regional integration in 
Central America has to take place.

1. What obstacles for regional integration?
a) It is said that Central American integra-
tion is faint because neither the process of 
industrialization nor the diversifi cation of 
business, which had initiated hopes for de-
velopment materialized. The effect of the-
se two processes has been limited by the 
creation of an oligopolistic market, depen-

dent on transnational enterprises that did 
not produce foreign exchange and which, 
even worse, led to the need to import raw 
materials and other resources. Enterprises 
were dedicating their business more to 
consolidation than to the production of and 
specialization in consumer goods.

b) The process of industrialization did not 
enforce the transformation and develop-
ment of the agricultural sector as it was ex-
pected and did not improve the living stan-
dard of the workers.

c) The leaders of industrialization, protec-
ted by the doctrine of National Security and 
in agreement with the conservative sec-
tors of society, were neither interested in 
transforming nor modernizing the industry 
and did not want to include civil society. As 
it was a time of confrontation, hard power, 
the struggle between communism and ca-
pitalism, integration was born without a real 
connection to the societies but instead as a 
tool of the ruling elites. 

d) The goal to promote regional integration 
without including civil society brought many 
social problems: poverty and social inequa-
lity, crime, lack of governability, deteriora-
tion of processes of democratic change, 
lacking respect for human rights, illiteracy.

e) The process of industrialization grew dis-
proportionately. This unequal development 
led to problems concerning regional trade 
competition. The imbalance in terms of pro-
duction hampered the competition between 
the different countries of the region.

f) Central American integration was more 
discourse than practice: There were agree-

ments and compromises made to enhance 
integration, also between Central America 
and the European Union, but in fact very 
little was done until now.

g) After the Protocol of Tegucigalpa in 1991, 
an institutional framework was established 
that did not respond to the existing chal-
lenges, especially to the goal of integrating 
civil society and bringing a hesitant Cos-
ta Rica closer to the integration process.  
Two of the Central American institutions, 
the Central American Parliament and the 
Central American Court of Justice, are ge-
nerally questioned by Costa Rica, which is 
hampering the future of regional integration

h)  As previously mentioned, Central Ameri-
can integration has been on a rocking road 
from its beginnings:
• From 1960 to 1968 the foreign investment 
in Central America, coming especially from 
the United States, was tripled from 1,6 mil-
lion dollars to 5 million dollars. Because of 
its interest in gaining control and privileged 
access to Central America and to be able to 
infl uence the process of regional integrati-
on, the USA offered initial help of 100 milli-
on dollars, with which it had the opportunity 
to affect market rules. Meanwhile the inital 
goal of the United States to slow regional 
integration in Central America and thereby 
impede rapprochement of the European 
Community has transformed.

• From 1969 to 1977: Central American in-
tegration was paralized by the war between 
Honduras and El Salvador. Trade worked 
on a bilateral level but with great diffi cul-
ties especially for goods from El Salvador, 
which could not circulate in Honduras. This 
period marked the beginning of the regional 
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political crisis that deteriorated the outco-
mes of integration.
 
• From 1978 to 1981: This period coincides 
with the term of President Carter who had 
to fi ght against the world economic crisis. 
Central American integration was still depri-
ved and therefore so was its outcomes.

• From 1982 to 1991: These were hard 
times for the region because the govern-
ment of the United States led by Ronald 
Reagan felt obliged to intervene militarily in 
the region but the intervention of the Euro-
pean Community thwarted these intentions. 
In 1984 the fi rst agreement of San José 
was signed between Central America and 
the EU followed by the peace of Esquipu-
las. With these two events new expecta-
tions arose. But even though this was the 
beginning of a democratic process coupled 
with newly agreed peace it cannot be said 
these two aspects helped very much to in-
crease the integration outcome. Also, Cen-
tral American economies, with their traditi-
onal primary structures, did not especially 
contribute to an economic improvement.

• From 1991 to 2009: Trade has developed 
and export volumes have increased within 
Central America, as well as to the United 
States, Europe and Asia. Diversifi cation of 

the industry plays a role in this. There are 
now more and more exports from Costa 
Rica, Guatemala and El Salvador, but con-
tinued backlog of Honduras and Nicaragua 
in this respect.The face of regional integra-
tion is still more comercial then social.

2. What are the main challenges for the 
Central American integration process?
First and by defi nition, Central American 
integration needs to be enforced to better 
prepare the participating states to confront 
the current challenges of globalization.
a) Regional integration of the coming de-
cade has to concentrate on issues such as 
better social cohesion, the diversifi cation 
of development programs and the redis-
tribution of responsibilities. The regional 
integration should focus on these aspects 
so that the operative dynamic of integration 
can spread to all countries of the region in 
the same way and not only be limited to the 
northern triangle.
b) The way that Central American integra-
tion is running at the moment, subordina-
ted to a pyramid structure and the resulting 
exclusively from presidential decisions, it is 
not possible to advance in the aspired man-
ner. The presidents of these countries have 
to fi nd a mechanism that produces effective 
and immediate results. The universities of 
the region are one example for the lack of 

inclusiveness: very few are participating in 
the development of community programs. 
There is little motivation by the leaders to 
include the universities by giving them spe-
cial tasks and functions and the budget to 
fulfi ll these tasks.

c) Looking at the outcomes of the Central 
American integration process since 1960 
until today, the following steps are of inte-
rest for the future:
• Common development policies have to 
be elaborated at long range that help to in-
crease the per capita income, start action 
against crime, protect the environment, 
combat poverty, corruption and impunity 
and of course, modernize the judicial sys-
tem, the customs system and guarantee 
a better distribution of customs revenues, 
build up a monetary union and a reform of 
the regional institution and others.
• It is imperative to strengthen regionalism 
so that all countries contribute in the same 
way to the realization of important projects.  
• A greater success in the development of 
the region in the next 20 years depends fo-
remost on human capital in the process of 
regional integration.

* Luis Arnoldo Rubio Rios is Coordinator of 
the Master of European Studies at the Sta-
te Distance University of Costa Rica.

Interview with the Rector of the State Distance University of Costa Rica (UNED),  
                                                 Luis Guillermo Carpio
1. How should Central American uni-
versities participate in the process of 
regional integration?
They should be active in promoting and 
developing the integration process in our 
region, especially helping to enforce in-
tegration efforts in the education sector.
We believe the initiatives that have been 
taken in the region in this respect have to 
be taken seriously and have to be further 
elaborated. UNED has contributed to this 
process in the last few years. The two 
most important institutions in this context 
are the Central American Council on High-
er Education (CSUCA) and the Central 
American Integration System (SICA).

The sharing, linking and interacting of our 
universities are important tasks. Aspects 
such as academic research and the im-
provement of our systems of post-gradu-
ate studies are fundamental components 
in such a way that a virtual as well as a 
physical exchange between students and 
professors is facilitated and other com-
mon projects are developed.
 
2. What has been the contribution of 
the UNED to Central American region 
integration until now?
Several special actions have been develo-
ped: fi rstly, we now have a Master of Euro-
pean and Integration Studies and second-

ly, a research institute will soon open at the 
UNED that will be tasked to do research on 
European and Latin American integration.

There were several projects realized at the 
regional level: videoconferences, seminars, 
colloquia and several information and ca-
pacity-building activities on regional integ-
ration matters. Moreover, three courses on 
regional integration topics were organized 
for young people from Central America and 
the Dominican Republic under the auspices 
of the CSUCA, PAIRCA and the European 
Commission. Additionally, seven panels to 
inform on the advances of the Association 
Agreement between the EU and Central 
America, one international seminar  on 
community law and regional integration, 

were formed. Along with the publication of 
a book together about the “Improvement 
of community policies in Central Ameri-
ca in the light of European experiences”. 
Further cooperation with other universities 
beyond Costa Rica is also planned.

Also, starting in July 2010 the UNED will 
hold the presidency of the CSUCA and we 
hope to intensify integration efforts with 
the support of experts.

3. What signifi cance does the coope-
ration with European universities have 
for the UNED?
There is a special signifi cance that can be 
summarized in two points. First, the faci-
litation of university networks to promote 
virtual and physical exchange and the 
development of common projects and in-
vestigations will increase the potential and 
quality of university education especially 
in the fi eld of post-graduate studies.

Second, the Central American universi-
ties, must improve their quality and need 
to be present in international panels. This 
can be achieved, by developing research 
projects that deal with topics close to re-
gional integration in Central America, as 
this is, in particular, a refl ection of the core 
concepts of our future institute on Euro-
pean and regional integration studies.
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Over the past twenty years the relation-
ships between the EU and Central Ameri-
can countries have gone through different 
periods. During the 80s the EU played an 
important role in the democratization of the 
Central American region. Indeed, within the 
framework of the external relations the Eu-
ropean Community contributed to regional 
stabilization after years of armed confl ict 
through the San José Dialogue Process. 
In the 1990s the reform of the regional in-
tegration process with the adoption of the 
Tegucigalpa Protocol (1991), which esta-
blished the Central American Integration 
System (SICA) and the EU-LAC Summits, 
contributed to defi ning a new understan-
ding between the regions. Over the fi rst 

decade of the 2000’s interregional relati-
onships focused on the adoption of a new 
regulatory framework: in 2003 a new Poli-
tical Dialogue and Cooperation Agreement 
was signed and in 2007 negotiations for 
an Association Agreement were launched. 
Today interregional relationships face a 
new phase. From the EU’s perspective, the 
Association Agreement is envisaged as a 
comprehensive Agreement, embracing all 
the relations of the EU with Central Ameri-
ca and is comprised of three pillars: political 
dialogue, cooperation and trade. Through 
the agreement the EU attempts to enhance 
the political dialogue between both regions, 
intensify and improve cooperation in a vast 
variety of areas and to enhance and facilita-
te bi-regional trade and investments.

The EU decided that the conclusion of the 
Association Agreement would be based on 
two conditions: on the one hand, the out-
come of the Doha Development Agenda 
and, on the other hand, the achievement 
of a suffi cient level of regional economic in-
tegration in Central America. Since the EU 
and Central American countries decided to 
start discussing the conditions for the future 
Agreement, seven rounds of negotiation 
have taken place . An additional trouble en-
countered in the negotiation process was 
the political situation in Honduras. The EU 
held its position as an external actor sup-
porting democracy and, accordingly, sus-
pended negotiations in July 2009. After the 
recent elections in Honduras, negotiations 
are expected to soon get back on track.

Even today, one of the main obstacles in 
negotiations has been the slow progress 
of regional integration. Despite all the mo-
difi cations operated recently, SICA is still 
an incomplete custom union that intends 
to become a common market. Besides, 
the economic integration process is mainly 
inter-governmental and its decision making 
process is based on the rule of consensus. 

As for the issues related to trade, there have 
been interesting developments. The EU is 
the second partner in the Central American 
region after the US, which became stronger 
after the signing of CAFTA. Central America 
benefi ts from the EU’s unilateral tariff pre-
ferences granted through the Generalized 
System of Preferences (GSP) Plus which 
permits preferential market access for 
countries committed to promoting sustaina-
ble development and good governance. In 
this framework, the EU sees the conclusion 
of the Association Agreement as a high pri-
ority because it will introduce a Free Trade 
Zone and strengthen economic links. The 
negotiation groups established have so far 
achieved signifi cant progress on issues 
such as customs and trade facilitation, in-
tellectual property and in the areas of com-
petition, trade and dispute resolution. A pro-

The EU´s relations with Central America: Quo Vadis?
blematic question regarding the so-called 
banana dispute has been recently settled 
by the adoption of the agreement reducing 
tariffs in December 2009.

Aspects concerning cooperation and politi-
cal dialogue have been less controversial 
during the negotiations. The Central Ame-
rican region is facing challenges such as 
democratic instability, weakness of the rule 
of law and different human security threats 
(rising levels of social violence, migrato-
ry pressures, organized crime and drug 
smuggling). Consequently, the EU agenda 
not only included economic and commer-
cial aspects but also social and political 
issues, such as sustainable development, 
social integration and promotion of demo-
cracy, good governance and respect for hu-
man rights. Furthermore, the EC Regional 
Strategy Paper (2007-2013) emphasizes 
the EU’s role as a main contributor in Cen-
tral America through the implementation of 
various cooperation programs.

As can be perceived interregional relations 
are now at a crucial point. Despite all the 
diffi culties found in the negotiations, both 
regions still have strong interests in the 
signing of the Association Agreement. On 
the part of the EU, the conclusion of such 
an Agreement will mean the consolidation 
of its political and economic infl uence in 
Central and Latin America. Additionally, the 
EU will reinforce its role in promoting co-
operation, multilateralism, regional integra-
tion and social cohesion (reducing poverty 
and combating inequalities and exclusion). 
In this respect, the partnership represents 
an opportunity to move towards a compre-
hensive development including not only 
the economic and commercial aspects but 
also, and more importantly, social issues 
and cooperation for the Central America.

In conclusion, it can be said it is foreseeab-
le, if all the requirements are met, the EU 
will conclude the Association Agreement 
sometime this year. Initially, the EU aims to 
fi nish the negotiations by the next EU-Latin 
America Summit scheduled for May 18th 
2010 in Madrid. In this scenario, it is also 
important to remember that the future of the 
relationships will depend, in part, on how 
the EU places itself in the international are-
na after the implementation of the Lisbon 
Treaty. Even if it is diffi cult to predict the fi -
nal outcome the recent visit of the EU Trade 
Commissioner in January 2010 to the Cen-
tral American countries and the resumption 
of negotioations in February in Brussels 
indicates a clear commitment of the EU to 
bring the negotiations to a successful end.

* María Belén Olmos Giupponi is Junior 
Professor at the „Universidad Rey Juan 
Carlos“ in Madrid.

SICA - Facts and Figures

                Members

Costa Rica, Belize, El Salvador, Hondu-
ras, Nicaragua, Panama, Guatemala. 
The Dominican Republic is an associ-
ated member.

                  General

- Founded: Protocol of Tegucigalpa, 13  
  December 1991.
- Succesor of the Organization of Central 
  American States (ODECA)

               Objectives

Transform Central America into a region 
of peace, liberty, democracy and devel-
opment.

- Consolidate democratic principles and 
  human rights
- Bring about a new model of security
- Establish Central America as an eco-
  nomic block with a common currency 
- Balance economic development and 
  facilitate environmental protection

           Important Institutions

- Assembly of Presidents
- Central American Parliament
- Central American Court of Justice 
- Council of Ministers
- Executive Assembly
- SICA Secretariat

The system furthermore consists of sev-
eral sub-secretariats. Most important in 
this context is the general secretariat for 
Central American economic integration 
(SIECA) which supervises the creation 
of the common market and the customs 
union.
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1. Which role did the Central American 
Integration System (SICA) play during 
the crisis in Honduras? What infl uence 
does SICA have in crisis situations?

Let me say that the System of Central Ame-
rican Integration is relying on a Treaty of 
Democratic Security which establishes with 
clarity an agreement on the fi rm belief in 
the consolidation of democratic processes 
in every member state. Because of that, not 
only the non-compliance of the treaty by the 
events of 28 June 2009 in Honduras was 
expressed, but those events were even 
strongly condemned. 

As a consequence, the reinstallation of 
President Manuel Zelaya was demanded. 
SICA continued to acknowledge Manu-
el Zelaya as president until the end of his 
term. In doing so, it was clearly proved that 

all member states of the system support 
democratic values and the consolidation of 
their own democratic institutions.

2. The process of Central American inte-
gration does not have the same support 
of all member states! Which efforts are 
made to enforce the commitment for the 
integration process?

The integration process does have the sup-
port of the governments of all eight member 
states. However, every country has its na-
tional interests. It is the task and obligation 
of the Secretary General of SICA to bring 
together and harmonize different positions 
to achieve regional objectives.

It has to be emphasized that we show com-
mitment and that we see clear signs that 
member states do not only share a vision of 

the region but also have common interests. 
It is obvious that Central America has an 
enormous capacity to fi nd complementari-
ties and to strengthen synergies, be it on 
the political, economic, social, environmen-
tal, cultural level or of course in the fi eld of 
security.

Central America has a regional vocation 
and that is also how we are seen from ab-
road. This means that foreign investors and 
international actors are already regarding 
us from a regional perspective and that is 
why it is so important to further fi ll this voca-
tion with life and implement our objectives 
which will have a direct impact on the Cen-
tral American citizens.

3. What are the most ambitious projects 
for Central American integration in the 
years to come? Will there be an enforce-
ment of supranational institutions?

Central America has a variety of objectives 
and among them are the enforcement of its 
institutional structure. However, nowadays, 
it is fi rst of all crucial to consolidate the free 
trade area and to relaunch the project of a 
customs union.

The institutional consolidation in an in-
tergovernmental or supranational frame-
work is something that depends on the will 
of the member states. 

We already have the possibilites to initiate 
mega-projects, among others in fi elds like 
electricity, infrastructure interconnection, 
trade, in the fi elds of social cohesion and 
tourism. There is a particular interest to co-
operate on environmental issues.

Furthermore, Central America also has 
great opportunities to improve the invest-
ment climate and to establish strategic 
enterprises on a regional level to facilitate 
a better quality of jobs.


