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Abstract  

As the EU’s regional strategy paper for Central America states, the Union actively 

promotes and supports the Central American regional integration process in a wide 

variety of ways. In this working paper, we will critically analyze whether or not this 

truly is the case, and, if so, how the EU then shapes this support. We will argue 

that the EU indeed does so because of various strategic considerations and through 

various ways of financial and technical assistance, by negotiating a free trade 

agreement, and through region-to-region political dialogue and norm diffusion. 
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Introduction 

Since the 1990’s, The EU has been actively involved in the creation and/or 

development of other regions around the world. It has done so in a wide variety of 

ways as will be shown below. But it will be equally argued that, surprisingly, the 

academic world has left this area of studies rather unexplored. With this working 

paper, we want to contribute to filling this research lacuna, by offering a case study 

on the EU’s role and interest in promoting regional integration on the Central 

American subcontinent.  

In order to do so, we have conducted over 40 expert interviews in both Central 

America and Europe (in particular Brussels) with diplomats of both groups of 

countries, experts of the ministries of foreign affairs, EU administrators who work 

on a daily basis on Central America and also administrators of Central American 

regional integration bodies and institutions like the Central American Parliament 

(PARLACEN) and the general secretariat of the Central American Regional 

Integration System (SICA) (See the annex for the list of interviewees). The 

interviews were semi-structured and, although encompassing other issues (notably 

Central American regional integration and EU-Central America interregional 

relations), they lasted on average one hour. The acquired data was then analyzed 

by using an online qualitative data analysis software tool called “Dedoose” and 

further complemented with data acquired through a literature review. The results 

are shown below.  

We will argue that the EU actively promotes and supports regional integration in 

Central America and this mainly out of strategic considerations. In order to do so, 

the EU has three major tools/methods at its disposal: (1) financial and technical 

assistance, (2) negotiating preferential trade agreements and (3) engaging in 

group-to-group political dialogue. What follows are three parts. In the first part, we 

will have a brief look at the available academic literature on the EU’s support for 

regional integration processes worldwide. This is followed by a brief overview of the 

Central American regional integration system as part two. Part three is where the 

above mentioned arguments will be formulated and explained, by focusing on the 

specific EU interest and role in the Central American regional integration process. 

At the end of this document, our arguments will be restated in the conclusion, while 

the annex provides some more insights in the applied methodology for this working 

paper. 
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Supporting Regional Integration around the world: clearly an EU 

priority 

When studying EU foreign policy statementsi, strategiesii, communicationsiii, 

development cooperation policiesiv and other official documents, there is no doubt 

that the EU actively promotes, supports and prioritizes the functioning of regional 

integration in its relations with third parties. As stated in the Treaty on the 

European Unionv, regional integration is seen as an important means to achieve 

peace and prosperity around the globe and is, especially since the 1990s, seen as a 

significant part of the Union’s external policyvi. It has even proven to be a coherent 

and effective aspect of EU external relations, in stark contrast to the often criticized 

Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) as it did not affect the Member State’s 

national sovereignty nor strategic interestsvii.  

For that, the EU, and especially the European Commission, could thus easily adopt 

this posture and strategy without being too controversial. Furthermore, according 

to Seco (2011), the EU has gone beyond declarations on this issue over the past 

twenty yearsviii. It has constructed bi-regional relationships with more than twenty 

other regionsix in the world through which diplomatic and political dialogues have 

been set up and agendas shared, and it has also signed a vast amount of free trade 

agreements with other Free Trade Zones in the worldx. Finallyxi, in the sphere of 

development cooperation, the EU has directed almost 10 percent of its total aid 

commitments towards regional cooperation and integration projects and 

programsxii.  

 

However, only occasionally dealt with in the academic sphere 
 

Seeing the considerable attention and importance the EU itself has given towards 

the issue at hand, it is surprising to note that there is only (very) limited academic 

literature available on it.  This led De Lombaerde and Schultz (2011) to state that: 

“In general, the literature on regionalism is vast and covers different 

methodologies, approaches, aspects and dimensions of the phenomenon. Hence, it 

is somewhat surprising to find that there is a research lacuna concerning the role of 

the EU as an actor that promotes regionalization.”xiii 

It is thus surprising to see that this specific sub-theme of regionalization, the EU’s 

promotion and contribution to regional integration worldwide, has not attracted 

much scholarly attentionxiv. What follows is a brief overview of the limited available 



7 | P a g e  
 

academic literature on the driving forces of the EU’s choice to promote regional 

integration (the ‘why?’) followed by an overview of the available literature on the 

possible means/tools the EU has at its disposal to promote regional integration 

worldwide (the ‘how?’). Particular interests will be directed to the theoretical 

insights of De Lombaerde and Schultz (2011), which will later on be used as the 

theoretical framework for our case study on Central America. 

 

Three main reasons behind the EU’s support 
 

Based on the assessment of the EU’s role in various regional integration systems 

around the world (amongst others: ASEAN, MERCOSUR, Andean Community, etc) 

De Lombaerde and Schultz (2011) conclude that the EU pushes for regional 

integration around the world for main three reasons: (1) out of economic interests 

(contributing to the creation of larger markets for goods and services), (2) for 

strategic considerations and (3) because of bureaucratic factors (including the 

search for legitimacy by the Commission)xv. 

In contrast, M. Farrell (2009) believes that the exact reasons for the EU’s push and 

promotion of regional integration should be found elsewherexvi. In fact, she believes 

that for the EU, the promotion of regional integration is more of “a way to validate 

its own internal coherence on the international stage” and that ”promoting regional 

integration allows the EU to pursue the larger goal of influence as an international 

actor.” It is true that since it does not compromise national interests of EU member 

states, it allows the EU to be coherent and be one in international politics. This in 

turn strengthens its role as a global powerxvii. Finally, once the other parts of the 

world have decided to adopt their own regional integration scheme, they tend to 

look at the EU as an example, with its success in the European Continent, which 

strengthens the EU’s identity even further.xviii 

When looking at the reasons why the EU pushes for - or at least promotes - 

regional integration in Central America, we will have a look at the three stated 

possible reasons from De Lombaerde and Schultz (2011) complemented by the 

possible reason of internal strengthening, which Farrell (2009) and Seco (2011) 

point out.  

Toolbox for promoting regional integration 
 

Now that we know why the EU actively supports regional integration systems 
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around the world, let us turn to the question of how it does so. Based on the 

analysis of the most important European policy documents regarding the EU’s 

relations with other regions, G. Pietrangeli (2009) along with De Lombaerde and 

Schultz (2011) believe that the EU’s approach is based upon three key elements: 

(1) encouraging political dialogue between the EC/EU and its partner regions at 

various levels; (2) ensuring development cooperation assistance; and (3) 

establishing or strengthening negotiations of region-to-region free trade 

agreementsxix. 

Furthermore, they believe that the EU’s approach depends on the given region and 

its type and depth of integration/cooperation systems. Quite often though, the 

cooperation tool is chosen and technical as well as financial support is directed 

towards the integration systems as outlined in the specific strategy paper and/or 

indicative programs. Finally, M. Farrell (2009) adds another interesting tool, which 

the EU applies or at least could apply in order to promote regional integration: the 

dissemination of ideas and norms. Farrell believes that by influencing the mind-sets 

of the elites who work on regional integration, the EU could considerably influence 

regional integration systems as well. This was also confirmed in one of the case 

studies conducted by De Lombaerde and Schultz (2011)xx.  

 

Limited impact 
 

The academic world seems to agree on one particular aspect of the EU’s 

contribution towards regional integration systems around the world: its limited 

impact. It seems that historical processes and cultural factors in the respective 

regions, and not so much EU support, determine the failure or success of regional 

integration systemsxxi. Also, various authorsxxii note that the EU’s involvement in 

regional integration systems may well erode over time. It is argued that the more 

the EU is involved in “strategic partnerships” with emerging countries like South 

Africa, India and Brazil, the harder it becomes to actually “sell” and continue to 

support the idea of regional integration. In part three we will have a look at how 

these theoretical insights help to explain possible EU involvement in the Central 

American regional integration system. But before doing so, a brief overview of the 

current Central American regional integration process is provided in the following 

part. 
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The Central American regional integration process: a brief history 

and current institutional set-up 

 

200 years of regionalism on the Central American Isthmus 
 

Until 1821, Central America was under Spanish colonial rule and known as the 

“kingdom of Guatemala.” It was especially an interesting colony because of the 

large amounts of available indigo (dye). However, increased resentment towards 

colonial rule because of a serious downturn in indigo demand - and price - and a 

weakening of Spanish power led to the declaration of independence in September 

1821. Heated debates about the future of the (former) Kingdom of Guatemala 

followed in order to decide whether or not to go for absolute independence or to be 

annexed with Mexicoxxiii. Finally, it was decided in a congress in July 1823 to 

establish the ‘united provinces of Central America’, which Mahoney interprets as 

the first step of Central American Regional Integrationxxiv.  

However, the Federation of Central America did not last for long because of unrest 

from the peasantry which led to a division of the subcontinent into smaller political 

entities until the aftermath of the Second World War. In 1958, the subsequent 

integration move took place with the signing of a multilateral agreement on “Free 

Trade and a Central American Economic region,” which was very commercial in 

nature. Two years later, another economically-oriented treaty was signed, which 

created the Central American Common Market (CACM). However after the ‘football 

war’ between Honduras and El Salvador in 1969 and the civil conflicts of the 1970s 

and 1980s the Central American integration process stood still until the 1990sxxv. In 

1990, the presidents of the various Central American countries came together in 

Antigua, Guatemala, and decided to adopt a plan to re-launch regional economic as 

well as political integrationxxvi, which led to the signature of the Tegucigalpa 

protocol in 1992 and the creation of SICA, which are the foundations of the current 

regional integration system of Central Americaxxvii. 

 

Current institutional set up  
 

Let us now have a look at the current institutional set up of the Central American 

Regional Integration systemxxviii. Figure 1 visualizes the four most important CA 

Regional Integration bodies as created by the Tegucigalpa protocol of December 
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1993: the Summits of Central American Presidents, the Central American Court of 

Justice, the Central American Parliament (PARLACEN) and SICAxxix. The meeting of 

Presidents is for the Central American Regional Integration System, the supreme 

organ where all presidents of the member states meet every six months (or 

extraordinarily if requested). It defines the overall integration strategy and process 

and is the highest organ in which disputes from other ministerial councils are 

settled. Finally, the meetings of Vice-Presidents, who equally meet biannually, also 

advise the meeting of Presidents.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The Central American Parliament (PARLACEN) is by treaty constituted of 20 

representatives from each member state, who are directly elected for 5 years. It 

does not have any legislative powers (yet), and serves mainly as a consultative and 

advisory body. The judicial arm of the system is represented by the CA court of 

justice, which is composed of two magistrates originating from each of the states 

that signed its statute and “guarantees respect for the law in the interpretation and 

execution of the Protocol of Tegucigalpa with amendments to the Charter of the 

ODECA and its supplementary instruments or acts pursuant to it”xxx. Finally, the 

fourth important body of the Central American Regional Integration System is the 

SICA administration. This organization can be regarded as the (possible) spin-off 

from deeper regional integration and has the constitutive role to ensure the 

efficient execution of the decisions adopted in the Meetings of Presidents.  Next, 

the General Secretariat (SG SICA), consists of an executive committee (CE-SICA), 

a consultative committee (CC-SICA), the Central American Secretariat for Economic 

Figure 1 : Four essential CA regional integration bodies   Figure 2 : SICA and other advisory councils and experts 

institutions 
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Integration (SIECA) and more than one hundred other secretariats and specialized 

institutions such as SECMCA, SCAC, SISCA, SITCA etc. that serve the same 

functions and goals but in different policy fields. Figure 2 visualizes thisxxxi.   

 

Promoting Regional Integration in Central America 

EU’s interests in promoting Regional Integration  
 

Before looking at the possible reasons why the EU would promote and support the 

Central American regional integration process, we should a priori ask ourselves if it 

truly does so. In order to find out, we asked all interviewees a simple yes/no 

question: Does the EU support regional integration in Central America? All 

interlocutors confirmed without hesitatingxxxii. Furthermore, if we look at the most 

important policy and cooperation documents of the EU regarding Central America, 

it soon becomes clear that it does indeed promote and actively support regional 

integration on the Central American Isthmus. The 2007-2013 regional strategy 

paper states its overall objective to “support the process of political, economic and 

social integration in the context of preparation of the future Association Agreement 

with the EU”xxxiii. The previous regional strategy paper 2002-2006xxxiv also stated 

support for regional integration as one of its three main priorities and allocated 

around  €40 million of the total of €74.5 million of its budget towards the process 

of regional integrationxxxv.  

The two mid-term reviews (2003 & 2010)xxxvi along with the Environmental profile 

for Central Americaxxxvii also put the support for regional integration as a (top) 

priority. All the documents stated that supporting regional integration could 

consolidate peace and democracy, enhance economic and social development and 

reduce vulnerability. But is this truly the reason why the EU supports the Central 

American regional integration process? Are there any other reasons why the EU is 

interested in supporting the Central American regional integration process?  

As became clear after conducting interviewsxxxviii, the theoretical assumptions of De 

Lombaerde and Schultz (2011) and Farrell (2009) as stated above proved to be 

valid and help us to explain the EU’s support. In the case of Central America, the 

EU supports the regional integration system mostly (1) out of strategic 

considerations. However, (2) economic interests, (3) bureaucratic factors as well as 

(4) its role in promoting its own model should not be neglected. The following 

figure shows how often each answer was mentioned during the interviews. We will 
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briefly discuss them before considering the issue of how the EU supports the 

integration system. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: EU’s interest to promote regional integration in Central America 

 

Strategic considerations 

 

As figure 3 shows, almost one third of all respondents believe that promoting the 

CA integration system is especially interesting from a strategic point of view. More 

precisely, the EU promotes and supports regional integration in Central America in 

order to ensure peace, stability and development, as it proved to be efficient and 

successful on the European continent itself.  This is equally in line with the EU’s 

overall aim of promoting liberal internationalism in its interregional relations with 

Central Americaxxxix. Along with this, it was argued that the EU sees regional 

integration as the most effective approach to combat the transnational challenges 

that Central America facesxl. By cooperating more, persistent problems such as 

illegal drugs trafficking, human security and money laundering could be better 

handled. Ensuring better disaster prevention and a coherent and effective response 
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to the challenges that global warming poses for the region, are - according to the 

EU - best dealt with on a regional level as wellxli.  

 

In addition to better promoting liberal intergovernmentalism and combatting 

transnational issues more effectively, the EU also supports the regional integration 

process for political aims. As was mentioned in several interviews, the EU seeks a 

true “partner” and “like-minded” region to cooperate on global issues and share 

similar positions in multilateral negotiations and organizationsxlii. By supporting 

regional integration, it actively tries to achieve this goal as well. And, as the Central 

Americans could team up and form one region, it might also be of geo-strategic 

interest as it is located between two continents forming a bridge between two 

major oceans and important international maritime transport routesxliii. Finally, 

ensuring the CA integration system succeeds also serves to enforce the EU’s 

reputation as a global power since it enlarges its network of “partner” organizations 

while still being the frontrunner in regional integration. 

 

Economic Interests 

 

Next to strategic reasoning, economic interests also help to explain the EU’s push 

for further regional integration in Central America. If Central America combines 

forces and became one region, it could become of great (er) economic interest for 

European companies and consumersxliv. As the individual countries would not be of 

any considerable economic interest to the EU, they actually would not have any 

other choice but to integratexlv. Thus, for the EU, it is logical to support their 

integration system actively and considerably. Especially issues related to the 

common customs union, standardization of quality processes, simplification and 

harmonization of administration procedures as well as installing one fixed custom 

tariff for the same products coming out of the various Central American countries 

are of great economic interest for the EU. 

 

Furthermore, as decided upon during the EU-Latin America and Caribbean Summit 

in Guadalajara 2004 and confirmed at the 2006 Vienna Summitxlvi, the EU wants to 

install a Free Trade zone between the two regions. However, as various experts 

and policy makers confirmed during our interviews, the Central American 

counterpart is not yet ready for such a Free Trade Zone. They are not yet ready to 

compete and export to the big European market and the fear is that the “Mexican 

story”xlvii will repeat itself. However, as for the EU creating such a Free trade Zone 

is of particular importancexlviii, it has to make sure that the whole project will not 
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fail and thus support its counterpart to prepare for such an opening of markets. 

This was also explicitly stressed in the latest regional strategy paper, stating that 

the EU would support economic integration “in the context of preparation of the 

future Association Agreement with the EU”xlix. 

Bureaucratic reasons and “cross fertilization”  

 

Next to this, the EU also supports the Central American efforts for pragmatic and 

bureaucratic reasons, which are similar to the ones that are at the heart of the 

Union’s interregional approach towards Central Americal. It is not in the EU’s 

interest to have various dialogues, programs and projects with different countries 

individually if it could be dealt with more efficiently on a regional level. If the EU 

could deal with one regional organisation, they would be able to achieve less 

duplication and more coordinated efforts. For that, supporting the simplification of 

the institutional landscape, but also empowering the most important ones (notably 

SICA, SIECA, PARLACEN and the regional Court of Justice), makes sense. It creates 

one interlocutor that is capable of effectively implementing the vast range of EU-led 

and funded programs and projects.  

 

Finally, as Farrell (2009) clearly stated in her assessment, EU support for regional 

integration around the world also strengthens the EU itself and its model. As the 

EU’s own interpretation of regional integration is used as reference - and 

sometimes inspiration - for other regional integration processes around the world, 

its model is confirmed and strengthened. This was also confirmed during the 

conducted interviews, especially by the Central American scholars. Also, the EU’s 

own identity building process is strengthened, as it is seen from the outside as a 

success and as a united region. We can thus speak of a true “cross-fertilization” as 

supporting and strengthening the Central American regional integration system, 

which not only helps Central Americans but also benefits the Europeans in their 

respective regional integration processes. Let us now turn to the question of how 

the EU then promotes and supports the Central American regional integration 

system.  

 

Means of influencing the process  
 

The EU has three major tools/methods at its disposal to actively promote and 

support the regional integration process in Central America: (1) through financial 

and technical assistance, (2) by negotiating preferential trade agreements and (3) 
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via a group-to-group dialogue. As will be argued below, in particular the first two 

means facilitate the EU’s goal to support CA regional integration, and to a lesser 

extent the group-to-group political dialogue does so as well. Next to these three 

main tools, there is one other means that also contributes to the EU’s willingness to 

influence in the integration process of Central America: the diffusion of EU norms in 

order to create a true regional political and administrative elite along the same 

norms and values that (pro-) EU administrators and politicians share.  

Financial and technical assistance  

 

The vast majority of the interviewees believed that the most important tool for the 

EU to contribute to the Central American integration process is through its role as 

development partner. By providing financial and technical assistance to regional 

development projects, the EU has a considerable impact in shaping the Central 

American regional integration system. It can do so by applying one of the many 

methods as described in the EC’s regional strategy paper for 2009-2013li. In brief, 

it does so through three different approaches: contributing to better regional 

governance in its broadest sense, supporting the economic regional integration 

process and empowering regional institutions. 

Let us start with the first method: contributing to regional governance in its 

broadest sense. As briefly mentioned above, the EU believes that the shared 

(transnational) challenges of the various Central American countries should be 

handled at the regional level, through regional integration. Through its 

development cooperation instrument (75 million euros), the Central Americanlii as 

well as Latin American regional programsliii, but also specific EC thematic budget 

linesliv and the various CA country programs, the EU wants to actively support and 

enhance regional governance. In that sense, there is a complex landscape of 

various EU-led and funded projects on issues like drugs trafficking, crime 

prevention, customs cooperation, transitional justice, law enforcement, education, 

youth unemployment, rural areas development, HIV/AIDS, good governance, 

promotion of human rights, food security, natural disasters preparedness and so on 

in order to support regional governance. It is believed that, from a functionalist 

point of view, if the Central American regional institutions and cooperation schemes 

function properly, this could serve as a motor for further regional integrationlv.  

Secondly, the EU actively contributes financially as well as technically to the Central 

American economic integration process and allocated 44 million euros for the 

period 2009-2013 to itlvi. Here too, various projectslvii are created to this end which 
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focus on (amongst other things) enhancing intra- and extra-regional trade, services 

and investment, intellectual property rights, harmonization of standards and 

custom duties, technical barriers to trade, initiatives regarding fiscal policy and 

taxation, standardization of labor legislation and other harmonized and common 

policies that would contribute to the creation of a common customs unionlviii. 

Similar to what was argued previously, it is also believed that if Central American 

politicians and especially citizens would experience the benefits of a customs union 

and common market and the benefits of a true free movement of goods, services 

and persons (also referred to as the Schengen experience), they would in turn be 

convinced that regional integration is exactly what is needed on the Central 

American Isthmus and strive for more (political) integration too.  

Thirdly, due to criticisms on the malfunctioning of the current Central American 

regional integration institutions, notably PARLACEN, SICA and the Court of 

Justicelix, it also makes sense that if the EU wants to contribute positively to the CA 

integration system, it should also work on institutional reform and capacity 

building. To this end, it created the so-called PAIRCA program in 2003 (renewed in 

2007) with a budget for 21,5 million euros (in 2007, 15 million euros in 2003). The 

principal aims of this program are to collaborate on the reforms of the CCJ and 

PARLACEN and strengthen the general secretariat of SICA as well as SIECA. It does 

so mostly through financial support of personnel, proper equipment and the setting 

up of information systems, but also through organizing sessions on how best to 

transform the institutional set-up to work more efficiently in the 21st century. It 

also envisages including civil society more in the institutional set up, and this 

especially by assisting the consultative committee of SICA, which is composed of 

civil society representatives to assert/empower themselves more. There is also 

another smaller program called ADAPCCA, which mainly focuses on supporting the 

design and application of CA common policies within these institutions. 

Now, next to these three major areas of engagement of the EU, there is also one 

other area that should be mentioned: the EU’s role in regional border security and 

border zone development. As we have seen, there are significant inter-state border 

issues that hamper further Central American regional integration. By creating 

projects (notably in the Gulf of Fonsecalx) to enhance cross-border cooperation and 

exchange, be it economically, culturally or socially, the EU tries to provide a 

solution for these issues. Finally, it needs to be stressed that European cooperation 

and contribution towards Central American regional integration is not merely driven 

by EU funds and projects. Several EU member states - notably Spain, but also 

Germany and The Netherlands - have also set up their own projects to support 
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regional integration. Especially noteworthy is the Spanish Fund for Cooperation with 

SICA, which allocates a considerable budget and personnel to assisting their 

Central American counterparts in their regional integration projectlxi.  

 

Negotiations for a Free Trade Agreement 

 

The second most important way through which the EU has been able to contribute 

to deeper regional integration in Central America is through the negotiations and 

signing of the first bi-regional Association Agreement in the world. At the Vienna 

summit in May 2006, both groups of countries decided to launch negotiations for 

such an Association Agreement (AA), which cumulated in the agreement and 

signature in Madrid 2010lxii. Through this agreement, the bi-regional relations 

between the EU and CA were enhanced on three different fronts: development 

cooperation, political dialogue and trade. However, most expertslxiii and 

interviewees tend to agree that the AA was especially important in the trade area 

as it would create a truly Free Trade Zone between the two regions and replace the 

former system of GSP+. The EC trade Commissioner Karel De Gucht even 

mentioned a possible increase of 20 per cent of trade between the two regions 

while stressing other positive impacts for the Central American developmentlxiv. But 

how exactly has this agreement positively contributed to the CA regional 

integration process? As was made clear from the beginning in 2006 (and earlier) 

the EU would not start negotiations for free trade agreements (let alone association 

agreements) with individual Central American countries. It stressed the importance 

of the regional integration system and made clear that it was only with a CA region 

that it would be interested to negotiate and sign such an agreement. As the 

possible benefits for such an agreement were considerable, the Central American 

counterpart came to terms and decided to work more intensely on their integration 

systemlxv.  In that way, strongly encouraging the Central Americans to form one 

block and to negotiate as one had proven to be a new impetus for further regional 

integration on the Central American Isthmus.  

But the leverage of a possible free trade agreement (and more) was not only used 

in order to have the Central American counterparts to negotiate jointly and speak 

with one voice - it was also used to push for deeper regional economic integration. 

As the EU set various conditions for an enhanced and more complete Central 

American customs union before agreeing upon a Free Trade Zone, it also 

considerably impacted the CA integrationlxvi. Finally, now that the AA is signed, the 

EU also supports the (economic) regional integration efforts so that the AA could 
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come fully in place. With the program PRAIAA (2012-2016), the EU has made 10 

million euros available for projects and efforts to better implement the AAlxvii. An 

important share of that budget is allocated towards furthering economic integration 

in Central Americalxviii. 

 

Political dialogue  

 

A third tool that the EU uses in order to enhance regional integration in Central 

America is the conduct of a bi-regional political dialogue. By establishing and 

sustaining political dialogues with the Central American region instead of with 

various countries individually, it also reinforces the concept and identity of the 

Central American region itself. As Central America as a region is recognized by the 

EU which is its biggest development cooperation provider, second biggest investor 

and third biggest trading partner, the region will considerably grow in importance 

and assert itself more. Through the creation of various bi-regional platforms at 

different levels as prescribed in the Association Agreementlxix, the EU further 

empowers the CA region. Also, by requesting the status of observer organization 

within SICA, the EU supports that organization as it shows its interest and 

importance in/for it by doing so. 

 

Influencing by its very existence and diffusing norms and values 

 

Finally, some interviewees also stressed that the EU equally influences the Central 

American integration system by just being itself. That is to say, several high-level 

Central American administrators as well as politicians who were actively working on 

deepening the Central American regional integration system (or at least making it 

more effective), tend to look to the EU as a prototype or good practice as how 

regional integration should look like. By taking a closer look at the European 

example of regional integration, the Central Americans try to find solutions to 

difficulties and malfunctioning of the Central American integration. While this is a 

rather passive way of contributing towards the functioning of the Central American 

integration process, the EU also (but in a limited and somewhat hidden way) 

actively diffuses its governance model and values and norms through the 

organization of seminars, workshops, etc.lxx It also financially supports the recently 

created Master’s program in Regional Integration, which is organized by three big 

Central American universities and where the EU is closely looked at as a model.  
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Finally, even though the argument was not put forward very often by the 

interviewed experts and diplomats, two scholars have pointed out a final EU tool to 

influence the Central American regional integration process: creating a like-minded 

political and administrative regional elite by organizing and sponsoring various 

seminars, workshops and even full-fledged academic programs on Central 

American regional integrationlxxi.  

Conclusion 

Drawinglxxii upon the information gathered through various expert interviews in 

Central America and Brussels, this working paper argued that the EU has a clear 

role in the Central American regional integration system.  By using De Lombaerde 

and Schultz (2011) theoretical insights on the EU’s role in regional integration 

schemes worldwide, we argued that the EU supports and promotes regional 

integration in Central America because of strategic considerations, complemented 

by economic and bureaucratic interests.  

As it was expressed in various interviews, the EU sees a regional integration 

system on the Central American Isthmus as the best way to ensure peace, stability 

and development. Next to this, we equally argued that the EU regards regional 

integration as the most effective approach to combat the transnational challenges 

such as illegal drugs trafficking, and money laundering, among others. Helping 

Central America overcome these problems thus naturally implies supporting and 

strengthening its regional integration system. 

This working paper also discussed the ways in which the EU thus actively supports 

and promotes regional integration on the Central American subcontinent. We 

argued that it mainly does so in four different ways: (1) through financial and 

technical assistance (development cooperation), (2) by negotiating preferential 

trade agreements (especially the recently signed Association Agreement), (3) via a 

group-to-group dialogue (but limited) and (4) the dissemination of European norms 

and values (not always consciously). Finally, it needs to be stressed that according 

to the available academic literature the EU’s influence in other regional integration 

systems is rather limited as their successes and/or failures are more determined by 

the specific historical processes and cultural factors of the respective regions at 

hand. Whereas we have argued that the EU has indeed a role to play in the Central 

American regional integration system, it thus needs to be evaluated how effective 

and/or influential the EU has been. 
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Annex: Methodology and list of interviewees*  

In order to work with all the extracted information gathered from the interviews 

and analyze it as efficiently and thoroughly as possible, we decided to use a 

qualitative analysis software tool called “Dedoose”. This program allowed us to 

compare the given answers to the (research) questions and draw general 

conclusions about our research topics. What follows is a brief description of the way 

we had to proceed in order to analyse our findings. First, we added all our 

transcripts of interviews as “media”. We then set up our coding scheme: by looking 

at our theoretical frameworks, which possibilities could come out as answers during 

the interviews? For example, when asked about the means through which the EU 

might influence the Central American regional integration process, answers in the 

trend of the following three answers could pop up: (1) through financial and 

technical assistance, (2) by negotiating preferential trade agreements and (3) via a 

group-to-group political dialogue.  

In that sense, we have set up a whole set of ‘codes’ or ‘indicators’ that could be 

given to the questions/topics of concern for our paper. The full coding scheme can 

be provided upon request. Once we had our codes or indicators and our media, 

then we analyzed all interviews one by one and started ‘coding’ them. What we 

have done is we looked at the answers to the various questions and then labelled 

them as an indicator for example of the argument of “group-to-group political 

dialogue,” etc. While doing this for all the interviews and all the responses to all 

questions, we have come up with a large amount of “excerpts” or arguments for 

one hypothesis or another, and in that sense, we were able to look at which answer 

was given most often to which question. We were also able to compare the given 

answers by different ‘type’ of interviewees (Central American administrators vs. 

European Diplomats, Central Americans vs. Europeans etc.) in order to analyze the 

complex issues at hand more. Next to this, the created “excerpts” which were 

labelled and grouped, could also be shown separately and thus used for a more in 

depth analysis as well. Finally, the excerpts could also be used to write parts of the 

actual paper and to quote some interviewees. For a visualization of the entire 

process, please contact the author by e-mail. The results of the analysis of the 

interviews were then combined with the knowledge acquired from secondary 

academic reading materials and primary sources which then led to this paper. 
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Please find below the list of interviewees used for this paper. 

 

 

 

 

 

* DISCLAIMER : the views expressed by the interviewees do not represent (per se) 

the views and opinions of the organizations/countries they work for or represent. 
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