
INTRODUCTION

Almost 15 years after the United States
began the construction of a Western
Hemisphere energy bloc to alleviate the
chronic crisis in this segment of its eco -
nomy, and despite its leadership in the
world fossil fuel market, the results are
not very encouraging.

Of all the regional integration pro-
jects that the White House has de -
 sig ned and implemented in this period,
the only one that has made significant
steps forward has been the one it shares

with Canada via the bilateral Free Trade
Agreement. Today, Canada sends the
United States 3.5 trillion British ther-
mic units of natural gas and a similar
amount of crude oil every year.1

By contrast, the other projects the
U.S. has fostered that include the in te -
gration of a Western Hemisphere ener -
gy bloc, like the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the Free Trade
Area of the Americas (FTAA), the Pue bla-
Panama Plan and the Pe tro américa Pro -

ject, have faltered for economic and
socio-political motives. For this reason,
the United States is im ple menting other
oil integration options that encompass
countries from other regions of the world:
Russia in Eurasia and Iraq, Kuwait and
Saudi Arabia in the Middle East.

The situation becomes more dan ger   -
ous for the United States if we con sider
the weakness of its oil industry, re flected
particularly in the high growth of con-
sumption and fossil fuel im ports, espe-
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cially of natural gas, and the de cre ase
in production and proven reserves.2

For this reason, in recent years, dif -
fer ent U.S. administrations have ap -
plied oil strategies that use not only
di  plomacy, but other means such as po -
litical pres sure and even armed action.
Examples are the recent wars in Afgha -
nistan and Iraq, one of whose main
aims was to ensure control over those
countries’ oil fields.3

The current U.S. administration’s
ag  gressive behavior is a desperate at -
tempt to maintain a constant flow of oil.
This tendency to impose its will with
regard to oil, even by using violence, is
rooted in its current leadership role in
both the “new international order” and
the “new world oil order.”

U.S. LEADERSHIP IN

THE WORLD OIL MARKET

As a result of the measures the United
States has used to resolve its chronic
fossil fuel crisis, it has even managed to
head up the in ternational oil market.

The effort that led the United States
to its position of leadership in the oil
market began in 1978 under the Car ter
administration and was propelled for-
ward in 1991 by the first Gulf War. At
that time, the United States’ two main
enemies in the international oil mar-
ket, the Soviet Union and the Or gani za -
 tion of Petroleum Exporting Coun tries
(OPEC), began to weaken be cause of
both internal and external problems.
The Soviet Union disappeared precise-
ly in 1991, and together with it, the
powerful oil complex it had built. Its
successors are the current oil industries
of the 15 former Soviet republics. The
OPEC entered a period of open decom-
position in 1986 during that year’s oil

crisis and by 1991 had become a hold-
over from the Cold War,4 when the
U.S. army and its allies defeated Iraq
in the first Gulf War.

The victory of the “West” over Iraq
put an end to the bi-polar oil system
that had operated during the Cold War,
headed on the one hand by the Soviet
Union and OPEC and on the other hand
by the United States and the In ter -
national Energy Agency.5

The U.S. owes its predominance in
the fossil fuel market to a great extent
to the implementation of a series of
national and international oil strategies
with their attending political, diplo-

matic and military facets. Through
these strategies, different U.S. admin-
istrations have not only managed to
recently ensure oil and gas supply for
domestic consumption, but also to
change the forms of foreign oil col-
laboration.6 One example is the dis-
appearance of the socialist energy bloc
and, at the same time, the recomposi-
tion of the Western European bloc.7

Other examples of the U.S.-propelled
reconfiguration of the world oil mar-
ket are Russia’s alliance with the Asian
Pacific nations and the creation of a
Western Hemisphere energy bloc,
beginning with the U.S.-Canada bi -
lateral Free Trade Agreement and con -
tinuing with NAFTA, FTAA, the Puebla-
Panama Plan and Petroamérica.

In this new post-Cold-War energy
geography, the industrialized nations,
with the United States in the lead, and

their oil multinationals are the ones that
consume the most fossil fuels and have
benefitted the most.

U.S. OIL STRATEGIES

The first president of the United States
who resorted to international strate-
gies to combat his country’s oil crisis
was James Carter: in 1978, in the midst
of the Cold War, he came to grips with
the inefficiency of the U.S. energy in -
frastructure and at the same time with
the political instability of the world
oil market. This was the result of the

emergence of the OPEC and the pro -
minence of the Soviet Union in oil
matters.

At the end of the 1970s, the U.S.
energy crisis looked like this: fossil fuel
consumption had increased notably,
partially because of the industrializa-
tion policy the country had implement-
ed for a century; local crude oil and
gas production had decreased because
the wells already being pumped were
giving out and little investment was in
the offing, particularly in the area of
geological-geophysical exploration;
proven oil and gas reserves were also
decreasing. In addition to all this, oil
imports were increasing considerably.

Given this situation, President Car -
ter decided to implement an oil policy
which, among other things, restruc-
tured the domestic energy system, re -
viewed domestic energy prices, par-

80

In recent years, U.S. administrations have applied 
oil strategies that use not only diplomacy, but other means

such as political pressure and even armed action.



Uni ted Sta tes  Af fa i rs

ticularly those derived from crude oil
and gas, and decreased fossil fuel
consumption. The main idea behind
these domestic measures was to make
the U.S. oil industry more efficient
at the same time that it created aware-
ness among the public about the need
to save energy.8

Abroad, the Carter administration
thought it necessary to put the world
on notice that the Middle East, where
two-thirds of the world’s proven crude
oil reserves are to be found, is a stra -
tegic area for U.S. interests. This warn -
ing was aimed mainly at the Soviet
Union, which at the time was support -

ing the OPEC and simultaneously trying
to extend its sphere of influence in the
Middle East and Africa.9

Through these measures, the Carter
administration managed to introduce
changes both in its domestic energy
situation and in the international mar-
ket. Domestically, it modernized its oil
infrastructure, at the same time reduc-
ing local fossil fuel consumption. In -
ternationally, it established the basis
for the creation relatively shortly there-
after of a new world oil order in which
consuming countries like the United
States would control the market.

All of Carter’s successors, but above
all Republicans Ronald Reagan and
George Bush, Sr., contributed to the
construction of this new world order.
They did it through the application of
their own oil strategies wherein, par-
ticularly in Bush’s case, they began to

recommend the creation of an energy
bloc in the Western Hemisphere.

While William Clinton did not carry
out major actions to ensure U.S. hege-
mony in the world oil market, this does
not mean that he did not strive to favor
his country’s energy interests. For exam -
ple, his military adventures in Europe
propitiated significant geo-political
changes in the region, and he also
opened up the doors of the old conti-
nent, particularly of the countries pre-
viously in the Soviet orbit, to U.S. oil
multinationals.

Lastly, we should mention the enor -
mous efforts of the current U.S. pres-

ident, George W. Bush, who, advised
by his father’s strategists, has consoli-
dated his country’s leadership in the
oil sphere. He has achieved this through
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
and the increasing presence of U.S. oil
companies in the Europe and Asia, in -
cluding in places like Russia, China,
Vietnam and the former Soviet Central
Asian nations. Only three years into
his term, Bush, Jr. has managed to sub -
ject Russia even more to its oil inter-
ests, has weakened the OPEC, has
bent the Venezuelan President Hugo
Chávez to his will and has managed
to gain control of Iraq’s oil fields.10

In this sense, we have to recognize
that the big losers in the struggle to
control the oil market are Europe and
Asia. We must remember that both
depend on oil from the Middle East.
One example is Japan, which imports

70 percent of the fossil fuels it con-
sumes from the Persian Gulf. For this
reason, it is possible that in coming
years in the struggle between econo mic
blocs, the one led by the United States
will be calling the shots about trade in
“black gold.”

TOWARD A NORTH AMERICAN

ENERGY BLOC

Given U.S. energy weakness over the
last 15 years, its governments have
designed and applied parallel short,
medium- and long-term oil plans. As I
have mentioned, among the measures
that it is planning are the formation of
an oil bloc in the Western Hemisphere.
This measure, which took on strength
during the Bush, Sr. administration,
aims to ensure supply from abroad and
at the same time decrease dependence
on far-away sources like the Middle
East. These two factors (domestic weak-
ness and the need to have more trust-
worthy, closer oil partners) have spurred
the United States to promote a hemi-
sphere-wide energy bloc.

Washington began this process of re -
gional energy integration in 1988 when
it proposed a free trade agreement with
Canada whose main objective is the
import of Canadian gas. The reason
behind it was the increase in U.S. gas
consumption for ecological reasons. The
Canadian decision to sign the agree -
ment with the United States is based
on the fact that it has abundant natur-
al gas reserves and the market abroad
cannot absorb them all. Today, Canada
is the leader in gas exports to the United
States.11

This situation, which favored the
creation of the first North American
energy bloc, was fortunate given the
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existence of a country with an oil de -
ficit and another that could offer it its
surplus. It was also fortunate in 1993,
when the United States, Mex ico and
Canada agreed to sign NAFTA. How -
ever, at the request of the Mex ican
government, and in contrast with the
previous bilateral agreement, the ener-
gy area was not given significant weight
in the functioning of the re gional bloc,
although, of course, it was not com-
pletely excluded from the treaty.

We should clarify that regardless of
its policies for North America, Wash -
ington worked on parallel projects for
regional energy integration: the FTAA

negotiations, the creation of the mul -
tinational Petroamérica and the Pue -
bla-Panama Plan. Through these plans,
excluding only Cuba, the United
States is trying to consolidate a hemi-
sphere-wide oil market which would
be up and running by 2005. This ener -
gy bloc, the world’s largest, would in -
clude electricity, oil and gas. While it
is doubtful the bloc will be operating
by 2005, its construction is quite well
along, particularly in North America,
and as a separate bloc for electricity
in South America.12

Today we can see that it is not only
the White House that is promoting the
creation of Petroamérica, but also one
of its supposed enemies, Vene zue lan
President Hugo Chávez, who on sev-
eral occasions has invited Mex ico, Bra -
 zil and even Colombia to be part of this
hemisphere-wide oil project.13 The
United States’ strongest allies for

the Puebla-Panama Plan con tinue to
be Mexico and Guatemala.

It should be emphasized that one
of the reasons the Mexican government
refused to include the energy sector,
particularly fossil fuels, in NAFTA is the
strategic importance of oil for the Mex -
 ican economy.14 Another factor that led
President Salinas de Gortari to keep the
energy sector out of the treaty is poli-
tics: the ideological im portance Mex -
icans still give to the ex ploitation of our
natural resources.

Two other factors should be added:
the enormous interests of the Mex ican
bureaucracy (which, in the case of the
oil industry, date from the birth of
the Mexican para-state company), and
how difficult it is in Mexico to de re gu -
late, finally allowing the entrance of
private capital into the national ener gy
sector.

It has been the combination of all
these phenomena on the Mexican side
that has put the brakes on the current
process of energy integration of North
America, which is beginning to have
negative consequences for our coun-
try. These effects become even more
severe if we take into account the dif-
ferences in development be tween
Mexico and its two neighbors, partic-
ularly if we accept the fact that our
country depends to a great extent on
oil income even though it has a more
backward energy infrastructure.15 This
delay in the consolidation of the energy
bloc has occurred des pite the existence
of the North American Energy Work -

ing Group, which meets frequently to
discuss the actions that would speed
up integration of the continent.

However, we should highlight the
fact that despite these problems, Mex -
ico and the United States are already in -
terconnected. For example, we already
have electricity grids in the western
part of the country; and integration of
natural gas is happening in the eastern
part of Mexico, where gas fields extend
over both sides of the border.

In the framework of the efforts to
successfully integrate, the heads of the
three nations met April 22, 2001, in
Quebec to set up an accord that would
allow them to coordinate and make
local energy markets more efficient in
order to satisfy their domestic needs.16

This document points to the North
American Energy Working Group as a
valuable vehicle for promoting com-
munication and coordination of ef forts
contributing to improving energy mar-
kets and tending to their fair, equitable
integration.

However, despite the benefits that
this joint work would bring everyone,
the September 11 attacks led to the
suspension of these efforts at integra-
tion since the United States requested
the solidarity of its two trade partners
for the war against international ter-
rorism. This forced the three coun-
tries to slow down, but not stop, the
process of regional energy integration.

Despite all these political and eco-
nomic vicissitudes, at no time has the
United States lowered its guard with
regard to the work it has done to cre-
ate its own energy space, starting in
North America and ending with South
America. The reason behind this is the
increase in uncertainty, particularly
political uncertainty, in the Middle East
where the new international order is
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being forged. The United States’ fear
is that in the near future oil exports
from that part of the world could stop
for some reason.

CONCLUSIONS

In spite of the problems —above all
the political ones— the United States
has faced in its efforts to build a hemi -
s phere-wide energy system, in this case
for fossil fuels, it has never stopped
trying. To do so, it has taken advantage
of its stature as the leader of the new
international order and, of course, also
of the new world oil order.

With our northern neighbor’s emerg -
ing problems in Latin America, par-
ticularly of a political and social na ture,
everything seems to indicate that its
efforts to constitute this bloc will meet
with in creasing difficulties. Today, Wash   -
ing ton has energy difficulties with Mex -
 ico, Bo livia, Venezuela, and, to a lesser
degree, with Colombia and Brazil. In
one way or another, these nations are
all reluctant to form an energy bloc with
the United States and Canada be cause
they think that, given the con ditions the
U.S. is trying to impose, they would
come out the losers.

The country that has fought the
most to oppose the creation of an ener -
gy bloc (particularly involving oil) is Ve n -
ezuela, a nation headed up by a leader
who emerged from nationalist military
groups. Another country that has also
created obstacles to regional integra-
tion is Mexico, where nationalist groups
also demand more equitable treatment
by the nation promoting the formation
of the bloc. 

The rest of the La tin Amer ican coun -
tries, with the exception of Bolivia,
while not op posing the hemisphere-

wide energy alliance, have done little
to bring it about.

It seems obvious that in the near
future, if the United States felt its na -
tional security threatened because of
oil, it would implement Plan B, which
includes forming energy blocs with other
countries in the world. In that sense, we
are left with the question of what would
happen to our country and others in
Latin America if suddenly the United
States stopped buying our crude oil
and gas and got it from other produc-
ing nations. We must not forget that
economies like Mex ico’s and Vene zue -
la’s depend greatly on their income
from the export of fossil fuels.
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