
The Pacific Alliance, composed of Chile, Colombia, México, and Peru,
celebrated its 9th anniversary amid the pandemic of the COVID-19. Created

on 28th April 2011, the Pacific Alliance emerged in the regional context, according to its
first presidential declaration, with the aim of developing a profound integration area
among its members and of achieving a greater political and economic rapprochement
with the Asia-Pacific region.

Since its emergence in the regional scenario up until recently, the Pacific Alliance has
approved its Framework Agreement (2012) and the Additional Protocol to the
Framework Agreement (2013), which established the legal bases to its integration
project; promoted the dialogue with the Southern Common Market (Mercosur) aiming
at the convergence between the two blocs (2014-2018); sought to foster the relationship
with Asia-Pacific countries throughout the creation of the category of Associated
States1 of the Pacific Alliance (2017), and the agreed and renewed a Work Plan with the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) (2018-2019).

The Pacific Alliance seeks to potentialize the political and economic ties of its
members with extra-regional partners, without questioning the dominant structure of
trade, economy, and politics (OYARZÚN, 2017). They foster, as Nolte (2016) argues, a
nation-branding regionalism, in which these countries, already known for their economic
openness, potentialize their strategies of trade and investments with third parties.
Regarding the development of the Pacific Alliance, some analyses point out that this
bloc does not aim to advance into further stages of integration2, neither to promote the
economic interdependence among its Member States, as demonstrated in a report



authored by Cepal (2018). It is thus considered as a form of intergovernmental
cooperation in a minimalist feature (OYARZÚN, ROJAS, 2013; CORREDOR, VELEZ,
2016; PASTRANA, 2016).

Consequently, its institutional design was built up to promote an economic agenda. It
does not have a General Secretary nor headquarters, and their activities are conducted by
a Pro Tempore Presidency, which rotates annually. According to Bressan and Luciano
(2018), the Pacific Alliance has a low-level of institutionalization if compared with the
Andean Community, the Mercosur, and the Union of South American Nations (Unasur);
meanwhile, Legler, Garelli-Ríos, and González (2018) argue that, despite having a low
degree of institutionalization that has been efficient to promote its goals, this loose
feature can undermine the bloc’s decision-making process in face of external constraints.

Its institutional chart is organized as follows: Presidential Summits, Pro Tempore
Presidency, Council of Ministers, the High-Level Group (also known as GAN on its
Spanish acronym)3, and Technical Groups. Regarding the sectoral groups, the Pacific
Alliance does not have a group specialized in Health and this reflects on how the bloc
has been responding to the COVID-19 crisis. It is worth mentioning that the capability
of the Pacific Alliance to respond to the pandemic has to be analyzed in the context of
its stagnation due to the political crisis in Chile, Colombia, and Peru at the end of 2019,
the Mexican government’s lack of interest in this project, and the creation of the Forum
for the Progress and Development of South America (Prosur) (PASTRANA; CASTRO,
2020).

The bloc's first response to the coronavirus pandemic occurred on March 13th,
when the GAN declared that member states would encourage the exchange of practices
and information to face the health crisis, and that, when they overcome this emergency
scenario, the bloc would work to support the recovery of economic activity (PACIFIC
ALLIANCE, 2020a). Therefore, on April 1st, the National Coordinators4 virtually met
to analyze actions to mitigate the impacts of COVID-19 that could be carried out by
technical groups (PACIFIC ALLIANCE, 2020b). In mid-April, GAN declared the
possibility of using resources from the Alliance's Cooperation Fund5 to finance
measures to mitigate the coronavirus impact. In addition, they highlighted the
importance of fostering e-commerce within the bloc and supporting small and medium-
sized enterprises (PACIFIC ALLIANCE, 2020c).



The first results of these meetings began to take effect in May. On the 12th day of
this month, a virtual meeting was held between the National Coordinators and the
Development Bank of Latin America (CAF) in order to foster mechanisms for working
together on behalf of small and medium-sized enterprises, such as protecting payment
chains, stimulating virtual businesses and rebuilding business networks, in addition to
conducting a study on the elements necessary for the reactivation of these companies
(PACIFIC ALLIANCE, 2020d). Almost two months later, on July 9th, four projects
submitted by the technical groups were approved by the GAN to promote the
reactivation of tourism6, the digital training of workers in the tourism sector and
teachers, and the implementation of a Social Observatory to manage and publish
information of the social sector to fight the pandemic (PACIFIC ALLIANCE, 2020e).

Finally, the Technology Transfer Workshop Network (TransferAP) promoted a
contest of technological initiatives developed in member states which could contribute to
mitigating the damage caused by the health crisis of COVID-19 (PACIFIC ALLIANCE,
2020g). With prizes ranging between 5 and 10 thousand US dollars, besides the provision
of diverse support and mentoring, 396 proposals7 were received, resulting in eight
winners, with projects such as a remote access platform to physical laboratories, a
pulmonary re-expansion technique, a monitoring system for the detection of
coronavirus, reusable masks design, a virtual clinic, and a platform for creating virtual
businesses.

As previously argued, the Pacific Alliance adopted measures that seek to minimize
the economic impacts on various sectors. What we observe is that coordinated measures
regarding health are being discussed in other fora, such as PROSUR and the Andean
Health Agency – Hipólito Unanue Convention (ORAS-CONHU) of the Andean
Community (CAN). This is both a result of the absence of an institutional design to
respond to the health crisis and the simultaneous participation of its members in other
regional organizations: Chile, Colombia, and Peru are members of PROSUR; Mexico is a
member of the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA), and Colombia and
Peru are members of the Andean Community. Despite Chile having withdrawn from the
CAN in 1974, it is still a member of the ORAS-CONHU.

This is more evident in PROSUR, mainly because all of its meetings were impulsed
by Chile in its Pro Tempore Presidency during the first semester of 2020 while it was



also Chile ahead of the Pacific Alliance’s Pro Tempore Presidency in the first semester,
which was later extended until the end of the year (DIARIO FINANCIERO, 2020).
Until recently, four presidential meetings and three health ministers’ meetings took place.
PROSUR's action regarding the measures to confront COVID-19 is problematic because
even though it was created with a rhetoric to substitute UNASUR’s role in the region and
it includes the sectoral theme of health in its priority agenda, PROSUR was not efficient
in promoting consensus and joint actions in the region. One of the possible explanations
for its failure would be that the bloc has a loose institutional design8 (Prosur is not a
regional bloc per se) and it does not encompass all the countries of South America9

likewise UNASUR. Since the COVID-19 crisis has taken global proportions it would
require comprehensive regional coordination (BARROS, GONÇALVES, SAMURIO,
2020).

The CAN has promoted discussions on economic measures to facilitate intra-
Community trade and health measures to prevent and mitigate the disease. There was an
increase in resources allocated to ORAS-CONHU to promote cooperation to confront
COVID-19. Among the adopted measures, it can be listed: the reactivation of the
Andean Epidemiological Surveillance Network; the articulation between Andean
National Institutes; the cooperation for health surveillance at countries’ borders; the
discussions on the access to COVID-19 vaccine; the production of reports and
documents of supporting guidelines; and the implementation of 2 weekly meetings with
the ORAS-CONHU’s technical team (BRESSAN, 2020, in this volume).

It could be questioned if the USMCA is being used as an instance of regional
cooperation by Mexico in the face of the coronavirus pandemic, but this does not appear
to be the case. As analyzed more deeply by Suárez Romero and Toledo (2020) in this
Dossier, the USMCA does not have an institutionalized mechanism to coordinate joint
actions in the face of the COVID-19 health crisis. Keeping the characteristics of the
former NAFTA, the USMCA is a strictly commercial agreement, which does not cover
integration on political or social cooperation schemes. Therefore, it closely resembles
the limitations seen in the Pacific Alliance. The lack of convergence among its members
is also evident in the greater adoption of restrictive measures by Canada compared to the
United States and Mexico. An example of this was the absence of Canadian Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau at the meeting on July 8th of this year between Andrés López
Obrador and Donald Trump in celebration of the entry into force of the USMCA a



week earlier.

Alongside these timid regional efforts, the Pacific Alliance’s member states -
following a global trend - have been opting for individualized actions. For example, even
though Mexico was the first country in the bloc to confirm cases of coronavirus in its
territory, on February 2810, its government was the one that later took measures to
contain it. An example was the holding of a major music festival on March 14 and 15,
and the initial disregard for social isolation by its president (EFE, 2020). On the other
hand, Chile, Colombia, and Peru, although without any intended coordination, between
March 15 and 18, have suspended non-essential trade and services, decreed a lockdown
in some cities and regions, limited the internal traffic of people, and even closed their
borders. For comparison purposes, only on March 26, non-essential activities were
suspended in Mexico (PACIFIC ALLIANCE, 2020h).

A point of convergence between all four countries was the promotion of measures
to contain the economic impacts of the pandemic. In this sense, government support
measures stand out through the expansion or creation of social programs, such as
economic subsidies to families in social vulnerability, financial and psychological support
to the elderly, and people with comorbidities, among others. Employment protection
measures were also adopted, such as reduced working hours, suspension of contracts,
and protection of wages through subsidies. In addition, emergency plans were
formulated for companies, especially small and medium-sized ones. (PACIFIC
ALLIANCE, 2020h)

Even so, the Pacific Alliance countries are among the 10 countries with the most
cases of COVID-19 in the world, which explains some challenges not dealt with within
the bloc. One of its main problems is the unpreparedness of the public health system,
which in addition to impacting mortality rates also results in numerous cases of
underreporting. Peru, for example, has the highest mortality rate in the world (September
2020). Chile, on the other hand, although at first was considered an example in the
control of the pandemic, starting in May, saw the numbers of the cases increase
dramatically, due to the underreporting of the cases11 (CARMO, 2020). In addition,
characteristics inherent to the underdevelopment of these countries make it even more
difficult to control the pandemic, such as a large number of informal workers, the lack
of infrastructure in homes (refrigerators, for example, to assist in stocking food, limiting



the need to go to the market) and difficulty using digital payments (whether due to lack
of internet access, equipment or bank account) (PIGHI, HORTON, 2020).

In the face of this adverse health crisis scenario, it is important to highlight some
political and social tensions faced by these countries. The first is the exacerbation of
political instability in some of these countries, especially in Peru and Chile (AFP, 2020).
The most dramatic example is the Chilean case since the coronavirus outbreak
encountered the country in intense social upheaval since October 201912. In fact, the
referendum for the new Constitution scheduled for April was voted on October 25, 2020
(G1, 2020). Other controversies were also generated in the face of the attempt by the
Peruvian federal government and Colombian cities, such as Bogotá and Cartagena, to
establish circulation restrictions that included a rotation of days when men and women
would be authorized to go to the market, pharmacy, or bank. This measure was widely
criticized by the LGBT community for not considering transsexual and non-binary
people (RAMOS, 2020). In addition, Colombian President Iván Duque was the target of
criticism for the abusive use of the media and self-promotion by creating a daily
television program in which he reported on the country's situation vis-à-vis the COVID-
19 and the measures taken by the government.

Certainly, COVID-19 is a challenge never seen before. Its impact is being felt across
the globe, with no regional bloc or country safe from its adversities. However, this health
crisis has highlighted something that has already shown its signs in previous crises: the
fragility of regional integration projects. The Pacific Alliance is no different. The lack of
a broader integration project, which would include political and social dimensions, has
denoted the Pacific Alliance's scope limitation in the face of health crises such as the
COVID-19 pandemic. The consequence was the occurrence of debates with an
essentially commercial-economic focus and individualized actions by its members.
____________________

Notes

1 Candidates for Associate States are Australia, Canada, New Zealand and Singapore.
2 The Pacific Alliance can be considered part of the first stage of regional economic integration, i.e. a free trade
area. The subsequent stages according to Balassa (1961) are the customs union, the common market, the
economic union and full economic integration.

3 The High-Level Group of the Pacific Alliance is composed of the Vice Ministers of Foreign Trade and Foreign
Affairs of the member states.



4 The National Coordinators are the executive body responsible for coordinating the different actions to
implement the bloc's integration process, in addition to following up on the commitments agreed by the GAN,
Council of Ministers and Heads of States. In the pandemic scenario, it was defined as the body responsible for
exchanging information and addressing any difficulties in commercial operations caused by the coronavirus.

5 The Pacific Alliance Cooperation Fund was created in May 2019 with the aim of developing and financing joint
projects to generate more opportunities for citizens and strengthen the capacities of small and medium-sized
enterprises. Its initial contribution was US $ 1 million (PACIFIC ALLIANCE, 2019b).

6 With support from the Pacific Alliance Cooperation Fund, the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) and
the European Union (PACIFIC ALLIANCE, 2020f).

7 49% related to health, 34% to comunity e 17% to education.
8 Unlike other integration initiatives and regional blocs in South America, PROSUR was created in 2019 and does
not have a Constitutive Treaty, General Secretariat, headquarters or budget - this is explained by the presidents’
aims of proposing a "flexible” and “inexpensive” integration for its members. For more information, see
Barros, Gonçalves and Samurio (2020).

9 Argentina, Brasil, Chile, Colômbia, Equador, Guiana, Paraguay, and Peru are members of Prosur.
10 Four days later, it was Chile's turn; while Colombia and Peru had their first cases confirmed on March 6.
11 On May 7, for example, 663 unreported cases were announced.
12 Initiated by the increase in the passage of the subway in the capital Santiago, the protests in Chile started to
have as their main agenda the criticism of the neoliberal economic system present in the country for decades,
especially the almost complete private access to health and education, the high inequality, the low value of
pensions, and the high price of basic services.
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