TRANSCRIPT OF DECEMBER 16th 2008 interview with Assistant Secretary of Western Hemispheric Affairs Thomas Shannon:

I'm Lisa Mullins and this is The World.  A co-production of the BBC World Service, PRI and WGBH Boston.

President Elect Barak Obama has offered few specifics about how he'll approach Latin American affairs.

But he'll take office with at least one advantage.

He's not George W. Bush.

Leaders in Latin America have long criticized the United States for treating the region as its own backyard.

That charge has been made with particular venom against Mister Bush by leftist regional leaders, such as those in Cuba, Venezuela, and Bolivia.

Thomas Shannon is Assistant Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere Affairs.

MULLINS - He's in Washington.  Mr. Shannon as we said, resentment among

the Latin Americans predates the Bush Administration.   Resentment

against the United States.   Can you explain the perception though how

legitimate do you think it is that the United States is said to treat Latin America paternalistically.  

SHANNON - I don't think that's been true under this administration.  And I think if you are to speak with other leaders of the region, such as President Lula of Brazil or President Garcia of Peru, I think that you would find leaders who have found, not only in President Bush but in the United States a country that is open to the region, understands the region's problems and has tried to help these countries meet their

problems and be successful.   

MULLINS - How come the United States is not sitting down, right now as we speak, with Latin American countries who have gathered for a summit that's taking place in Brazil.  This is a region wide summit that unusually so excludes the United States.  

SHANNON - Well this is the first Latin American-Caribbean development summit.  They have never had a forum in which they've been able to sit down themselves and determine whether or not there are kind of a common agenda that they can use as a starting point in their engagement with other countries 

in the region.   So ultimately we see this as an important and healthy

step forward.  At least from my point of view.  It's a misstate to see these groupings as a exclusive.  They're actually building blocks leading to a much larger inclusive dialog and in that sense they're positive.

MULLINS - Well the Brazilian foreign minister is saying basically that the summit is proof of the growing maturity of the region to handle it's own problems with out the US or the European Union.  You seem to be amplifying that and saying it's a good thing.  Is it necessarily a good

thing if it means the United States has less regional power.   

SHANNON - Well again we're not after regional power, we're after region influence and regional access...and....

MULLINS - Well is that not something....without power do we also lose influence?

SHANNON - Well influence and access are an important component of power.

But as we engage in the region we need to understand that this region has been changing dramatically and what our diplomacy has attempted to do is to keep pace with that change.  This is a region that is building the structures necessary in order to promote dialog and resolve disputes without external intervention and that is important to the United States.  

MULLINS - Does that mean the United States will welcome the fact that there are several Latin American governments that are now expanding their economic and military and diplomatic ties with China and Russia and even Iran?

SHANNON - Sovereign countries make sovereign decisions.  One of the aspects of a globalized world, especially a globalized Latin America is that it begins to build new relationships with other countries in the world.

MULLINS - But these are American adversaries.  

SHANNON - Well it depends on which countries you're talking about.  The relationship with China is almost entirely and economic relationship.

Now the Russians have chose to approach their immediate engagement in the region militarily.  That's not smart.  What we have are weapons sales into Venezuela and visits of a few warships.  The visits of the warships are not sustainable over time.  The weapons sales can be worrisome depending upon 

what the Venezuelans choose to do with those weapons.  But what we're trying to do as we engage with our partners in the region is to highlight the fact that these kinds of relationships need to be transparent.  

MULLINS - So what was unsustainable?  When you said that there certain policies right now...

SHANNON - The Russians won't be back.

MULLINS - The Russians won't be back.  O.K. so who do we talk to?

Russia or Venezuela?

SHANNON - The Russian's will figure that one out.  Their effort to put those ships into the region was huge.  And it was very expensive to them.  So I don't think we're going to be seeing them in the region anytime soon.  But ultimately that's not the point.  The point is building a larger dialog in the region in which we're able to establish common agendas.  And I think we have been successful in doing this and we've created a base that is going to be an important component of how the new administration approaches it's relationship with the region.

MULLINS -  How would you describe that base?

SHANNON - Well the trading relationship.  Our willingness to forgive debut.  Our willingness to use things like PEPFAR to address very specific but very important health problems in different parts of the region, have all created a new understanding of how the United States is prepared to relate to its hemispheric partners.  And has build, I believe, solid foundation for open dialog that the new administration will be able to take advantage of in a very positive way.  

MULLINS  - Thomas Shannon is the Assistant Secretary of State for Western Hemispheric Affairs.  You can hear more of our interview with

Mr. Shannon on our website at theworld dot org.   

