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Russia in Latin America
A Strategic Analysis

BY DOUGLAS FARAH AND LIANA EUSTACIA REYES

In recent years, Russian President Vladimir Putin has hardly veiled his desire to lead Russia 

back to superpower status. Putin’s rhetoric emphasizes a multipolar world where the United 

States is no longer the dominant power, and his actions present Russian global leadership as 

a viable alternative to the United States’. Increasingly visible is the multifaceted nature of Russia’s 

tactics for undermining U.S. power projection in multiple theaters, including Latin America. 

Leaders of the U.S. defense and intelligence communities have responded to Russia’s growing 

global assertiveness by repeatedly singling out Russia as the primary military and strategic threat 

to the United States, particularly following Russia’s recent annexation of Crimea and hostile 

activities in Ukraine. 

In March 2015, Director of National Intelligence James R. Clapper labeled Russia a “threat 

actor” and an example of a nation where “the nexus among organized crime, state actors, and 

business blurs the distinction between state policy and private gain.”1  The 2015 National Military 

Strategy presented by the Joint Chiefs of Staff noted that Russia “has repeatedly demonstrated 

that it does not respect the sovereignty of its neighbors and it is willing to use force to achieve its 

goals. Russia’s military actions are undermining regional security directly and through proxy 

forces.”2 

The accuracy of these assessments of Russian intentions and capabilities can be documented 

throughout many parts of the world. Yet this lens is seldom used in analyzing the burgeoning 

Russian diplomatic and military presence in Latin America – particularly in Central America. The 

formal Russian state presence is accompanied by state business ventures, soft power overtures, 

increasing Russian organized criminal activity, and the reactivation of Cold War proxy networks. 

While seldom part of the strategic analysis of the new Russian state, there is clear evidence that 
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Latin America, considered an area of vital 

interest to the United States, is now an area of 

intense Russian state interest and activity. 

 As General John Kelly, commander of the 

U.S. Southern Command (SOUTHCOM) 

noted in recent Congressional testimony, “it 

has been over three decades since we last saw 

this type of high-profile Russian presence” in 

Latin America.3  In his command’s 2015 

Posture Statement Kelly added that:

Periodically since 2008, Russia has pur-

sued an increased presence in Latin 

America through propaganda, military 

arms and equipment sales, counterdrug 

agreements, and trade. Under President 

Putin, however, we have seen a clear return 

to Cold War tactics. As part of its global 

strategy, Russia is using power projection in 

an attempt to erode U.S. leadership and 

challenge U.S. influence in the Western 

Hemisphere. . .While these actions do not 

pose an immediate threat, Russia’s activi-

ties in the hemisphere are concerning and 

underscore the importance of remaining 

engaged with our partners.4 

This is not to say that Russia in Latin 

America presents an imminent military threat 

to the United States. But Russian officials have 

been brazen about their desire to undermine 

and confront the United States in the Western 

Hemisphere, its main sphere of influence, to 

counter what Russia perceives as U.S. interfer-

ence in Russia’s border territories. In the cur-

rent Latin American context Russia has made 

greater progress toward their goals than is usu-

ally acknowledged.

While the U.S. position remains preemi-

nent – due to geographic proximity, cultural 

ties, and trade ties – it is eroding more quickly 

than is often understood.  Also eroding, as 

Russia and other extra-regional actors such as 

China and Iran strengthen the hands of a bloc 

of radical populist governments, is the long-

standing U.S. goal of establishing functioning 

democracies under the rule of law with stable 

economic growth. The U.S. is simultaneously 

facing a concerted effort by a significant alli-

ance of Latin American governments to erase 

any trace of U.S. military and security doctrine, 

weaken economic and cultural ties, and por-

tray any and all U.S. policy decisions as seek-

ing to recolonize Latin America. 

The once-shared hemispheric values of a 

functioning democratic system are being 

replaced by a toxic mix of anti-democratic val-

ues, massive corruption, and a doctrine that 

draws on totalitarian models, embraces mul-

tiple terrorist groups, and includes an explicit 

justification for the use of weapons of mass 

destruction against the United States.5 

This article is not intended to cover the 

full range of Russian commercial, diplomatic, 

and military activity in Latin America, which 

was recently done by R. Evan Ellis of the U.S. 

Army War College.6 Rather, it aims to illumi-

nate the nexus described by Clapper, the stra-

tegic objectives behind that nexus, and the real 

and potential threat the nexus poses to U.S. 

interests. A brief case study on Central America 

is included to provide a more in depth view of 

Russian expansion in the hemisphere. 

Russia’s Expansion in the West: Past 
and Present

During the Cold War, the Soviet Union relied 

on its allies Cuba and Nicaragua (the latter for 

only a decade), but Russia now has at least 

seven unconditional allies in the region.7  Most 

of its allies are among the least democratic and 

most repressive states in the hemisphere. 
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Argentinian President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner and Russian President Vladimir Putin toast during 
his first visit to Argentina (July 2014).

During the past two years Russia has expanded 

its dealings with these nations at a rapid pace. 

The dominant organization of Latin 

American nations allying with Russia is the 

Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our 

America (known by the Spanish acronym, 

ALBA);8  a bloc of nations, many of whose 

leaders had long-standing ties with the former 

Soviet Union. They share Russia’s perception 

of the United States as an imperialist nation 

bent on dominating and interfering with the 

sovereignty of others that must be suppressed.9  

The ALBA nations have increasingly become an 

alliance of highly criminalized states that, on 

the world stage, consistently sides with anti-

U.S., totalitarian governments such as Russia, 

Syria, North Korea, and Zimbabwe. The bloc 

also supports organizations designated as ter-

rorists by the United States and Europe, such 

as the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces 

of Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias 

de Colombia – FARC), Hezbollah, and the 

Basque separatist ETA.  It is worth noting that 

the U.S. Treasury Department has formally 

designated at least six senior Venezuelan offi-

cials for materially supporting the FARC and 

the FARC’s cocaine trafficking activities.11 

Presidency of the N
ation of A
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Russia’s ALBA allies include several of 

Latin America’s most important countries, 

including Venezuela, whose late President 

Hugo Chávez used Venezuela’s oil wealth to 

become Russia’s main weapons client in the 

region; and Argentina, whose mercurial presi-

dent Cristina Fernández de Kirchner signed a 

2014 “strategic partnership” agreement with 

Putin and who regularly posts on her Twitter 

account high praise for the Russian president. 

While not formally a member of ALBA, 

Fernández de Kirchner has led Argentina to 

become one of the most fanatical and vocal 

supporters of the ALBA bloc, both financially 

and politically (even hosting ALBA’s ten year 

anniversary summit),12 while vociferously 

backing Russia at every opportunity.

In Central America, Russia’s leading allies 

are Nicaragua and El Salvador. In Nicaragua, 

former and current Sandinista President 

Daniel Ortega  (1979-1990 and 2007- present) 

is known for having made his nation a Soviet 

and Cuban proxy during the Cold War. In El 

Salvador, President Salvador Sánchez Cerén, a 

former Marxist guerilla commander, has cre-

ated an inner circle that is mostly comprised 

of Soviet-trained insurgents who fought U.S.-

backed forces in the nation’s civil war.

Russia’s expanded outreach to the ALBA 

bloc helps insure that Russia’s Latin American 

allies have a powerful friend on the United 

Nations Security Council to veto any efforts to 

hold them accountable for human rights viola-

tions or electoral fraud.13 In return, these Latin 

American allies are shielding Russia from 

international isolation, providing political and 

diplomatic support, and an important regional 

media network that blankets the continent.              

The media network offers coordinated 

messages of unstinting support for Putin and 

Russia’s aggressive actions in Europe while 

casting the United States as a global aggressor. 

At the same time, these countries are increas-

ing Russia’s access to the hemisphere’s ports 

and airspace, and ultimately, increasing 

Russia’s sphere of influence in a region where 

the United States has seldom been so directly 

challenged.14  

Although the Putin government, unlike 

the Soviet government’s high point, is under 

significant economic stress and as a result has 

little to offer in terms of material support, it 

generously promises mega projects that rarely 

come to fruition. Additionally, Russia has 

signed dozens of memoranda of understand-

ing with Latin American countries that are 

vague and, if consistent with past behavior, 

likely to be left unfulfilled.

But a careful review of Russia’s activities in 

the region shows that,  despite limited 

resources, Russia has focused on delivering in 

a few key areas, all designed to directly chal-

lenge the United States in areas where it has 

seldom faced competition before: 
■■ The sale of weapons: In addition to hun-

dreds of thousands of the most technologi-

cally advanced AK-47 assault rifles, sales 

include tanks, helicopters, supersonic com-

bat aircraft, and surface-to-air missiles. After 

registering no sales of surface-to-air missiles 

to Latin America during most of the past 

decade, Russia sold more than 3,000 to the 

region from 2008-2011.15  Russia’s primary 

Russia’s expanded outreach to the ALBA bloc 
helps insure that Russia’s Latin American allies 

have a powerful friend on the United Nations 
Security Council to veto any efforts to hold 

them accountable for human rights violations 
or electoral fraud
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client has been Venezuela, which was ranked 

the fifth largest recipient of arms deliveries 

from Russia in 2011 at an estimated worth of 

$1.7 billion.16 Chavez’s government secured 

a $2.2 billion loan in 2010 to purchase a 

large batch of Russian weapons for its army, 

including 92 T-72M1M main battle tanks, 

about 240 BMP 3 fighting vehicles and BTR-

80 armored personnel carriers, and a variety 

of artillery systems. In total, it is estimated 

that Venezuela’s arms transfer agreements 

with Russia amount to $13.1 billion, noting 

a 52 percent increase between 2007 and 

2011.17 Argentina and other nations are 

acquiring Russian helicopters, ships, and air-

craft. El Salvador’s friendly government is 

considering moving completely away from 

U.S. weapons to Russian materiel. And 

Nicaragua is increasingly purchasing Russian 

military equipment including aircraft that 

nations like Costa Rica argue are not neces-

sary for mitigating current domestic security 

issues. 
■■ Police, military, and intelligence assis-

tance: The Russian push includes the cre-

ation of the Marshal of the Soviet Union 

Georgy Zhukov regional counternarcotics 

training center in Nicaragua, along with a 

non-public agreement for a permanent pres-

ence of 130 Russian counternarcotics train-

ers who frequently conduct joint patrols 

with their Nicaraguan counterparts.18  In 

addition, Russia has built a munitions dis-

posal plant19 and has promised to build a 

$14 million military hospital. Russia is now 

offering an almost unlimited number of 

scholarships for regional military, police, 

and intelligence officials, as well as provid-

ing friendly governments with new, much 

more sophisticated electronic surveillance 

equipment and other intelligence equip-

ment.20 
■■ Access for financial institutions: Russian 

bankers have long pushed for greater access 

to the Latin American financial structure, 

particularly since several of its main banks 

were sanctioned following the annexation of 

Crimea. The most active is the U.S. and E.U.-

sanctioned bank Vnesheconombank (VEB), 

which in July, 2013 signed a memorandum 

of understanding with the Central American 

Bank of Economic Integration (CABEI).21  

The details of this document have not been 

released. In December 2014, Russian 

Gazprombank, also sanctioned, and 

Argentine Banco de la Nación signed an 

agreement of cooperation, but the details 

were not made public.22  Perhaps the most 

direct inroad to the Latin American financial 

market is through Evrofinance Monsarbank, 

a major Russian bank whose largest share-

holder is a Venezuelan state-owned National 

Development Fund (Fondo Nacional para el 

Desarrollo Nacional-FONDEN) known for its 

total lack of transparency in its handling of 

billions of dollars from the national oil 

company, PDVSA. FONDEN holds 49.98 

percent of the shares of Evrofinance; the 

other major shareholders include sanctioned 

banks VEB and Gazprombank.23 In a sepa-

rate case, in March 2015 the U.S. Treasury 

Department designated the Banca Privada 

d’Andorra a bank of “primary money laun-

dering concern,” including the banks three 

subsidiaries in Panama. The designation 

charged the bank managers with aiding both 

Russian organized crime groups and the 

Venezuelan oil company PDVSA in the laun-

dering of billions of dollars. As a result of 

the designation, the bank’s subsidiaries in 

Panama were shut down.24 
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■■ A Counter-narrative and World View: 

The Russians have continually used their 

growing diplomatic presence to present 

themselves as a viable alternative to U.S. 

imperialism in Latin America, a narrative 

that still has some appeal among the former 

armed Marxist movements in the region as 

well as the radical populist movements of 

the governments and groups affiliated with 

the ALBA bloc. A constant in the narrative is 

that a U.S. invasion is imminent and 

unavoidable. This is because the alleged U.S. 

policy is based on pillaging the region’s nat-

ural resources, toppling the revolutionary 

regimes leading the march to Latin American 

independence, and subjugating its citizens.25  

Russia presents itself as an ally against this 

impending onslaught, offering to guarantee 

the security of the new Nicaraguan Canal (if 

it is ever built), and in return acquiring eas-

ier access to deep-water ports in Nicaragua, 

and possibly airfields. Russia has been par-

ticularly successful in leveraging this narra-

tive to join multiple Latin American organi-

zations where the U.S. is not welcome.  For 

example, Russia is invited to the meetings of 

the Community of Latin American and 

Caribbean States (Communidad de Estados 

Latinamericanos y Caribeños – CELAC), a 

body set up by Chávez from which the 

United States and Canada are excluded.26  

And on March 26, 2015, Russian Foreign 

Minister Lavrov presented an official solicita-

tion for Russia to become an observer of the 

Central American Integration System 

(Sistema de la Integración Centroamericana –

SICA).27 If approved, Russia would have 

extra-regional observer status at SICA, 

Representatives of CELAC member nations stand together at the Teresa Carreño theater in Caracas, 
Venezuela for the organization’s first summit. (Dec 2011)

Presidency of the N
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recently a bulwark of U.S. regional allies. 

The Foreign Minister’s site noted that the 

request was welcomed unanimously.28  

Russian leaders have explicitly stated their 

intentions in the region, which are noted as 

retaliatory for what the Russian government 

views as U.S. meddling close to Russian bor-

ders, particularly in Ukraine.

 When Russian Defense Minister Sergi 

Shoigu visited Cuba, Nicaragua, and Venezuela 

in February 2015, the official Pravda news ser-

vice ran an extensive article quoting a Russian 

military analyst on the importance of the trip. 

The analyst, close to the Kremlin, noted that 

the much-publicized new canal through 

Nicaragua, when and if completed, would 

allow the Russian fleet “to enter the Gulf of 

Mexico, that is exit the Pacific Ocean to enter 

the Atlantic.” The analyst further noted: 

This is highly important, because in this 

case, Russia will be able to ensure so-called 

nuclear deterrence, because the Russian 

navy has long-range cruise missiles. If such 

Russian vessels are deployed somewhere 

near the territory of Cuba, they will be able 

to attack the United States. This is our 

response to the deployment of U.S. military 

objects near the Russian border. The 

United States is quite vulnerable … One 

may eventually have to create missile 

defense from the side of Florida, rather 

than Alaska. All these issues arise and 

require huge financial resources. I think it 

will convince the United States of the 

short-sightedness of this kind of policy.29 

The most tangible signs of Russia’s grow-

ing interest and footprint are the constant vis-

its to the hemisphere by senior Russian politi-

cal and military figures, including: Putin in 

2014; and multiple visits in the past two and a 

half years by Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu, 

General Valeriy Gerasimov, Foreign Minister 

Sergi Lavrov, Counter-narcotics chief Viktor 

Ivanov, Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev, 

Speaker of the Russian Federation Council 

Valentina Matvienko, and other senior offi-

cials. 

One of the repeat visitors to Latin America 

is General Valery Gerasimov. Gerasimov is 

Chief of Staff of the Russian Federation and 

architect of the Gerasimov Doctrine.30 The 

Doctrine provides a useful lens for understand-

ing Russian activities in the region.

The influential Russian doctrine posits 

that the rules of war have changed, there is a 

“blurring of the lines between war and peace,” 

and “nonmilitary means of achieving military 

and strategic goals has grown and, in many 

cases exceeded the power of weapons in their 

effectiveness.” Gerasimov argues for asym-

metrical actions that combine the use of spe-

cial forces and information warfare that create 

“a permanently operating front through the 

entire territory of the enemy state.” He further 

noted that:

New information technologies have 

enabled significant reductions in the spa-

tial, temporal, and informational gaps 

between forces and control organs. Frontal 

engagements of large formations of forces 

at the strategic and operational level are 

gradually becoming a thing of the past. 

Long-distance, contactless actions against 

the enemy are becoming the main means 

of achieving combat and operational goals 

… The information space opens wide 

asymmetrical possibilities for reducing the 

fighting potential of the enemy.31  
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An overview of Russian activity in the 

region shows an adherence to Gerasimov’s 

doctrine of waging constant asymmetrical war-

fare against one’s enemies through a combina-

tion of means. These include military or hard 

power as well as shaping and controlling the 

narrative in public opinion, diplomatic out-

reach, military sales, intelligence operations, 

and strategic offerings of intelligence and mil-

itary technology. All are essential components 

of the Russian presence and Gerasimov’s view 

that the lines between war and peace are 

blurred and that non-military means of achiev-

ing power and influence can be as effective, or 

more effective, than military force.

As we will examine in detail below 

through an extended case study in Central 

America, this Doctrine is indicative of how and 

why Russia is engaging with select Latin 

American states. 

Central America

In Central America, historically the Latin 

American region most closely aligned with the 

United States, Russia has been especially suc-

cessful in courting its old allies in Nicaragua 

and El Salvador, while maintaining a robust 

presence in Panama and Guatemala. In a 

milieu of increasingly precarious governance, 

spiraling violence, drug trafficking, and ram-

pant corruption, the Russian government, its 

proxies, and businesses are creating rapidly 

expanding military, law enforcement, and 

intelligence alliances. 

The steadily expanding Russian presence 

in Central America is spearheaded by two old 

allies from the Cold War: Nicaraguan President 

Ortega and José Luis Merino, a Communist 

Party leader in El Salvador. 

The Russian presence is most visible in 

Nicaragua, where Ortega, who successfully led 

a Marxist insurgency to topple the U.S.-backed 

dictatorship of Anastacio Somoza, closely 

aligned with the Soviet Union in the 1980s. 

While now portraying himself as a less ortho-

dox ideologue, Ortega and his inner circle have 

been effusive in their praise of Russia’s return 

to the region. Nicaragua now consistently and 

publicly backs Russia in its conflicts with the 

United States and European Union.

 Merino in El Salvador has worked tire-

lessly to promote Russian diplomatic and busi-

ness interests. Merino was originally trained in 

the Soviet Union while leading an elite urban 

commando unit of the Marxist-led guerrillas 

during El Salvador’s civil war. Today, he is the 

leader of one of the wealthiest business con-

sortiums in the region. While holding no for-

mal political position within the government, 

which is led by former guerrilla commander 

Sánchez Cerén, Merino is widely recognized as 

the most powerful person in the governing 

Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front 

(Frente Farabundo Martí Para la Liberación 

Nacional – FMLN). He has personally escorted 

large Russian business delegations to meetings 

with senior officials, pushed hard for the open-

ing of a Russian embassy in San Salvador, and 

thanked the Russians for creating an alterna-

tive to the U.S. presence in the region.32 

These are the most visible and public 

aspects of Russian activities in Central 

America. Yet, as the case study below shows, 

there is a much less visible, but very active net-

work behind the ostentatious diplomatic and 

business presence that demonstrates how the 

Russian state, much like the Soviet state, 

deploys a wide network of senior intelligence 

service members, businessmen, and think 

tanks to bolster its efforts.
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Case Study: NK SESLA

The following case study was conducted 

entirely through open sources in conjunction 

with C4ADS, a non-profit organization special-

izing in data analysis. This study does not 

allege any criminal activity. It is intended to 

show the overlapping nature of the Russian 

state, former senior intelligence officers, and 

businessmen in a network that reaches the 

highest levels of the Russian government and 

security apparatus.

NK SESLA is a parastatal agency whose 

acronym in Russian means “the Russian 

National Committee for the Promotion of 

Economic Trade with Countries of Latin 

America.” It is a non-commercial partnership 

of several Russian companies and the Russian 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Formed in 1998 

with the approval of the office of the Russian 

President, today it includes high-ranking rep-

resentatives from various Latin America depart-

ments within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

Ministry of Economic Development, Chamber 

Figure 1: Flow Chart connecting NK SESLA’s Director Starovoitov to Russian Agencies.
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of Commerce, Rosnauka (Russian Science), the 

Institute of Latin America of the Russian 

Academy of Sciences, and other state struc-

tures.33 

The main public activity of the NK SESLA 

is organizing meetings with Russian and Latin 

American businessmen and diplomatic repre-

sentatives, promoting investments in Latin 

America, and keeping a record of the opera-

tions of Russian businesses in the region. 

According to its news page, NK SESLA fre-

quently holds meetings with representatives of 

Latin American states in Moscow and has 91 

members.34 Its representatives also regularly 

attend meetings of the anti-U.S. blocs of Latin 

America such as ALBA and CELAC.

One of its two directors is Alexander 

Starovoitov, a former general in the Soviet KGB 

intelligence service. His publicly identified spe-

cialties include electronic communications 

technology and cryptography. He is listed on 

the NK SESLA Spanish and Russian language 

websites as President of NK SESLA, Director 

General of Inter EVM, and Director of TsITIS. 

Inter EVM and TsITIS are two related compa-

nies operating extensively in Latin America, 

both of which are closely tied to the Russian 

defense ministry and the FSB, the successor 

intelligence agency to the KGB.35  These orga-

nizations, in turn have direct ties to the 

Russian military and intelligence establish-

ments. Starovoitov is the Director of the 

Cryptography Academy of the Russian 

Federation. He is decorated as a Hero of the 

Russian Federation and served on Russia’s 

Security Council from 1998-1999.

In 1986, Starovoitov was named the Vice 

Director Technical Supply for the Directorate 

of Government Communications of the KGB.  

That same year he received the rank of Major 

General in the KGB. In 1991, as the Soviet 

Union collapsed, he was named Director of 

t h e  F e d e r a l  A g e n c y  o f  G o v e r n m e n t 

Communications and Information of the 

Russian Federation (FAPSI), roughly the equiv-

alent of the NSA, a post he held for eight years. 

During that time, he was responsible for his 

nation’s “signals intelligence, cryptography, 

cryptology, and secret government communi-

cations.”36 FAPSI was dissolved in 2003 and 

folded into the FSB.

Starovoitov, however, does not seem to 

have fully retired from government service. As 

the Director General of Inter EVM, meaning 

the International Center for Informatics and 

Electronics, he manages a parastatal Science 

and Technology and Information Consortium 

to “jointly solve the problems of the creation 

and development of advanced information 

t e chnology,  compute r  ha rdware  and 
Figure 2: License from the Russian military 
displayed on the Inter EVM website
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microelectronics.” The group lists itself as a 

member of NK SESLA on its website.37 

The Inter EVM website also displays the 

company’s licenses from the FSB and Russian 

military on behalf of those institutions “using 

information constituting state secrets,” 

advanced cryptographic information systems, 

and “activities in the field of information 

tools.”38  This clearly links the company 

directly to the most secretive and powerful 

parts of the Russian state, rather than a simple 

purveyor of information technology and com-

puter hardware.

The third organization Starovoitov directs 

is TsITIS - the Center of Informational 

Technology Systems of Executive Branch 

Organs, a secretive government agency special-

izing in signals intelligence and code breaking. 

President Putin recently charged the company 

with building a multi-billion dollar integrated, 

secure communications network for the 

Russian military. The network is to help detect 

and deter cyber attacks.39  

These positions place Starovoitov in the 

center of the nexus of the Russian state’s prized 

intelligence and business worlds, focusing sig-

nificant efforts on Latin America. The compa-

nies he leads are part of some of the most 

important defense and cyber initiatives of the 

Russian government, making Starovoitov one 

of the most trusted people in Russia’s security 

apparatus.

One of Inter EVM’s most visible officials 

in Central America is Vyacheslav Petrovich 

Vasyagin. Vasyagin, who regularly visits 

Nicaragua and El Salvador, is a former Soviet 

military officer who served in Russia’s execu-

tive and judicial branches. From 2000-2003, 

he was Deputy Director of Russia’s notorious 

tax police, the FSPN, which was often used to 

go after anyone deemed an enemy of the state, 

from oligarchs to dissidents. At the time it was 

often viewed as the successor intelligence 

agency to the KGB and later ceded most of its 

intelligence functions to the FSB.40  

In October 2014, Vasyagin led a large del-

egation of Russian businessmen to Nicaragua 

to discuss technology transfers and assistance 

in mining and petroleum exploration.41 In May 

2015, he led a delegation of Russian business-

men to El Salvador, where they met with 

senior Salvadoran officials, including Vice 

President Oscar Ortiz. 

According to the Inter EVM website, 

Vasyagin is also a senior leader of the All 

Russia Public Movement Orthodox Russia, a 

zealous nationalist, Russian Orthodox move-

ment whose objective is to return Russia to its 

“historical traditions.” His biography on the 

site lists him as a “state advisor to the Russian 

Federation First Class,” and “State Councilor 

of Justice of the Russian Federation Third 

Class.” It is clear that Vasyagin acts not only as 

a private entrepreneur, but also as an agent of 

the Russian state.

This is only a small sampling of a much 

larger network of former senior Soviet intelli-

gence and military leaders now deeply 

involved in Latin America, simultaneously as 

part of the Russian state and part of the busi-

ness community. It is worth noting, as dis-

cussed below, that in the wake of the appear-

ance of these networks, Russian organized 

crime is becoming much more active in the 

region.

An Additional Strategic Threat: 
Transnational Organized Crime

The Russian engagement, which is conducted 

through direct military contact, diplomacy, 

front groups, and business associations, comes 

as transnational organized crime groups in 
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Latin America, particularly in areas where 

Russia has been most active, are being increas-

ingly recognized as a growing strategic threat 

to the United States. 

In 2014 General Martin Dempsey, the 

recently retired chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff, ranked transnational organized crime 

(TOC) networks in the Southern Hemisphere 

as one of the major threats facing the United 

States, along with Russia and China.42 These 

TOC groups control billions of dollars derived 

from the drug trade, the looting of state cof-

fers, and other illicit activities, and operate in 

concert with the governments of nation-states 

engaged in functioning criminal enterprises. 

Yet the increasing criminalization of much 

of Latin America and the growing presence of 

Russia – a state where government, crime, and 

business operate as a seamless whole, as 

described by Clapper – are often viewed as 

separate phenomena rather than part of a 

larger mosaic where the two dynamics feed off 

of each other in a symbiotic relationship. The 

strategic implications of this potential alliance 

are significant and pose a direct threat to U.S. 

national security interests.

Regional law enforcement officials in 

Central America and Colombia say there is a 

noticeable increase in Russian organized crime 

activity in Central America, predominantly in 

cocaine trafficking via the Pacific Coast. 

Among the groups identified including those 

who traffic primarily through the use of ship-

ping containers  are the Solntsevskaya 

Brotherhood and the Brother’s Circle, the latter 

considered a top tier TOC group with close ties 

to the Russian state.43 

With U.S. cocaine consumption dropping, 

and prices stable at less than $15,000 a kilo, 

Russia offers a significant opportunity for traf-

fickers to access a new and growing cocaine 

consumption market. Exploding demand in 

Russia and the former Soviet states has driven 

prices in their domestic markets up to $45,000 

to $50,000 a kilo.44  With the FARC controlling 

the great majority of the world’s cocaine pro-

duction45 it would be impossible for Russian 

traffickers to buy the product without dealing 

with the FARC.

Implications and Conclusions

Russia’s rise underscores the significant loss of 

Washington’s ability to shape events in the 

region closest to home and in which the 

United States has fostered diplomatic ties since 

its inception. This decline, due to waning pol-

icy attention amidst multiple global crises and 

severe budget constraints, is leaving a dimin-

ishing group of friends in the hemisphere. 

Since 2010, U.S. engagement efforts, both 

military and diplomatic, have been scaled back 

dramatically with overall aid decreasing both 

civilian and security assistance. And regional 

initiatives have been among the hardest hit by 

the ongoing budget austerity,46  which has left 

a vacuum that is being filled by extra-regional 

actors and a growing group of political leaders 

who hope for a multipolar world where the 

United States is no longer the dominant 

power. “Our relationships, our leadership, and 

our influence in the Western Hemisphere are 

paying the price” for the ebbing of U.S. 

engagement in the region, Kelly said.

Russia’s rise underscores the significant loss 
of Washington’s ability to shape events in the 

region closest to home and in which the United 
States has fostered diplomatic ties since its 

inception
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Russia, a state where connections between 

state actors, business interests, and organized 

criminals are heavily blurred, is rapidly 

expanding its relations in Latin America in an 

effort to undermine historic U.S. interests, as 

well as rebuilding, in a limited form, the alli-

ances it had constructed during the Soviet era. 

Russia’s partners are primarily highly criminal-

ized states led by radical populist governments 

that are virulently anti-U.S. in their ideology. 

Although Russia’s growing presence in 

Latin America does not pose an imminent 

military threat to the United States, it is now 

an integral part of an alliance of state and non-

state actors that have shown their hostility 

toward the United States in their ideology, 

criminalized behavior, and anti-democratic 

nature. 

The high-level visits of senior Russian offi-

cials and the pomp and statecraft surrounding 

them are adept moves to exploit the vacuum 

left as U.S. resources and attention have with-

ered. 

The expanding weapons sales not only 

bring revenue to Russia’s coffers, they offer the 

opportunity for long-term military-to-military 

relationships, as the purchase of weapons sys-

tems entails training, maintenance, and 

renewal. And the police and military training, 

particularly in the field of counternarcotics, 

also offers several benefits: it challenges the 

preeminent U.S. role in the region to combat 

the flow of drugs to the United States; and it 

provides Russian experts with access to a 

wealth of intelligence, logistical, and military 

information across the region, including U.S. 

strategies and tactics relating to counternar-

cotic and counterterrorism activities.

Additionally, Russia’s developing relations 

with financial institutions not only assists 

Russia with avoiding the consequences of 

sanctions, but it also provides a secure way for 

groups such as state-linked cocaine trafficking 

groups in Venezuela, along with the FARC and 

others, to launder their money through and 

with Russia. One of the instruments the 

United States has wielded effectively in its 

counternaroctics efforts is the freezing of assets 

and following the financial trail. But once the 

money is in Russia the financial trail will 

become even more difficult to follow.

Perhaps the most effective tool the 

Russians have deployed is the creation of a 

counter-narrative to the United States. Due to 

the long history of U.S. heavy-handedness in 

the region and the remnants of the radical 

movements that fought dictatorships and 

repression in the 1970s and 1980s, the narra-

tive resonates heavily. Russian official media, 

along with the official media of the ALBA 

nations, saturate Latin American airwaves and 

press with their message, while a small army 

of authors and intellectuals, owned by Russia 

and/or paid by the ALBA states, write a steady 

stream of books, articles, and pamphlets to 

reinforce the message.

The cumulative effect of Russian efforts in 

the region has been to win an important foot-

hold, with access to resources, deep-water 

ports, and airstrips while strengthening and 

prolonging the radical populist alliance that is 

destroying the democratic process in multiple 

countries. It is an advance the United States 

cannot afford to ignore any longer. PRISM
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