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Introduction

In the last decades, the border region between Brazil, Argentina and Paraguay, interna-
tionally known as the Tri-Border Area, has been acknowledged as a hub for terrorist activ-
ities and financing. Claims of illegal activities were published in governmental and think 
tank reports as well as in several academic studies and press articles. However, the existing 
accounts frequently fail to indicate the contradiction between the accusations and the 
evidence. Assuming that the construction of the demand for security is made through dis-
course, an analysis of the sources which sustain that demand is imperative to understand 
how the region has been represented to the public, and the impacts thereof.

One of the most notorious and influential reports that addresses terrorist acts and 
groups is published annually by the US Department of State. The reports Patterns of 
Global Terrorism (published between 2001-2004) and Country Reports on Terrorism (pub-
lished between 2005-2016) are valuable portraits of the George W. Bush and Barack H. 
Obama administration’s views concerning terrorism and counterterrorism. Both series 
of documents reveal an emphasis on specific issues and episodes, which may or may not 
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be related to the Tri-Border Area. Understanding how the region is portrayed in official 
records may help disclose the concerns of US administrations regarding Argentina, Brazil, 
and Paraguay, as well as their specific demands related to security. 

This study is based on the idea that security frequently takes politics beyond rules and 
that it may also be framed above politics. The concept of securitization, which is seen as 
a more extreme version of politization, is helpful to understand how this works (Buzan, 
Waever and de Wilde 1998: 23). The theory offers effective means to understand how the 
idea of threat originates, how enemies are constructed in discourse, and how specific ac-
tors use it in their favour and against other actors. The securitization approach may also 
be useful in disclosing flaws in political discussions about the need of security and to chal-
lenge the use or misuse of this concept. As a result, this approach can improve the search 
for possible explanations of the securitizing actors’ actions.

Securitization involves three dimensions, as claimed by Buzan, Waever and de Wilde. 
The first dimension is the ‘speech act,’ in which the understanding of a given threat is con-
structed. The securitizing actor, that accounts for the second dimension of the theory, can 
demand exceptional measures to deal with the specific threat. These measures are urged 
by the speech act elaborated by the securitizing actor to persuade an audience to accept 
the measures, constituting the third dimension. The effort to have the audience agreement 
is a ‘securitization movement’ that can only be successful if the audience is convinced that 
there is an existential threat and that this threat needs to be tackled with ‘special measures 
and justifying actions outside the normal bounds of political procedure’ (Buzan, Waever 
and de Wilde 1998: 24). 

Reports such as Patterns of Global Terrorism and Country Reports on Terrorism are 
powerful tools that can drive securitization movements because they are public docu-
ments made exactly to disclose views, requests, and claims made by the US Department of 
State, an important agency of the securitizing actor. Although the reports are influential to 
public opinion, it is difficult to measure their impact on audiences. As argued by Stritzer 
(2007: 363), it is not clear which audience the authors are referring to, what are the im-
plications of the existence of so many audiences and when exactly the audience should or 
would be persuaded. This case study does not measure the impact of the documents on 
the public opinion, but assumes that there is a tension between the main securitization ac-
tor, the US administration, and the local governments, especially the Brazilian one, which 
has been denying the existence of terrorist activities in the region for the past two decades 
(Castro 2020).

According to Stritzer, another limitation of the securitization approach is its sugges-
tion that there are two centres of gravity which are still ‘theoretically underdeveloped’ and 
that probably reflect two different views of the subject. The first view, that he defines as 
‘internalist,’ considers the performativity of the speech acts. The second is the ‘externalist’ 
one, which comprehends the social process of securitization involving actors and audienc-
es. Stritzer argues that just one of these centres of gravity should be employed and chooses 
the externalist perspective to be the focus. In his opinion, security articulations have to 
relate to broader discursive contexts, since the actors gain their power from them (Stritzer 
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2007: 362, 367). This study encompasses the two, based on the belief that both the broad 
context as well as the discursive practice may be disclosed as they are interconnected.

On the internalist view, Amaral (2010) offers probably the most comprehensive em-
pirical analysis of the securitization of the Tri-Border Area. His aim is to investigate how 
the area entered in the US security agenda, with special focus on the Bush administration. 
Even though it takes on an unsystematic approach, his research analysed documents from 
many US government departments. Amaral suggests that the target of the security dis-
course encompassed two audiences. The first one included the governments of Argentina, 
Brazil and Paraguay, that did not accept the assumption that there was a nexus between 
crime and terror in the area. The second, formed by the US Congress and by US gov-
ernment agencies, thoroughly endorsed the existence of such nexus. Although the three 
South American countries had restrictions to the claims, they nevertheless accepted un-
usual measures such as including the USA in the ‘3+1 Group on Tri-Border Area Security.’ 
The research concluded that the securitization movement was partially successful to the 
first audience and successful to the second one (Amaral 2010: 256-258). 

This study aims to identify the main US discourse features about this important fron-
tier through 16 editions of the Patterns of Global Terrorism and the Country Reports on 
Terrorism. It addresses the possible motivations behind the movements of securitization 
observed in the Department of State reports. At first, it suggests a special focus on the 
relationship between the local Tri-Border Arab community as well as Lebanon and Iran, 
causing the US view on the area to be more related to the conflicts between this country 
and state and non-state actors from the Middle East. This perception places the local dy-
namics, such as the increase or the decrease of crime statistics in the region, in a lower 
level of importance. 

Studies have shown that the transnational organized crimes have become more com-
plex in the border and that the militarization response deployed by local governments has 
been ineffective (Devia-Garzon and Ortega-Avellaneda 2019: 11). Crimes such as smug-
gling, embezzlement, drugs and arms trafficking, tax evasion, and counterfeiting are com-
mon in the area. On the other hand, the tension levels between Washington and groups 
like Hamas and Hizballah, as well as Tehran, rather than what is actually taking place on 
the ground, seems to be the focal point of the accusations related to terrorist practices in 
the Tri-Border Area observed in the documents released by the US Department of State. 

This study does not dismiss other catalysts for the discursive pressure exercised by the 
US Department of State’s upon local governments to apply repressive measures on money 
laundering. It is not possible to ignore other factors, which may have influenced a possible 
increase in the awareness of the region, such as the Brazilian nuclear program (Wikileaks 
2009), the rise of progressive governments in the region – such as the former Paraguayan 
president Fernando Lugo, who was elected in 2008 and impeached in 2012 as a result 
of an uncommon brief process in Congress, the lack of regional support for the war on 
terrorism (Halliday 2002: 237), and the rapprochement between Brazil and Iran through 
the 2010 tentative Nuclear Agreement negotiated between the two countries and Turkey. 
Moreover, it is also worth mentioning longstanding known US interests in the region, for 
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instance, regarding the Guarani Aquifer, the second-biggest underground waters supplier 
in the world, and the project to install a US military base in Paraguay (Jorge 2009: 86). 
Although several issues have been responsible for the rising attention devoted to the Tri-
Border Area, this paper argues that the Middle East dynamics are the main catalyst for 
establishing a nexus between the region’s illegal activities and terrorism. 

The goal of this investigation is to increase the knowledge of these documents by add-
ing empirical data to support a more qualified examination of the US counterterrorism 
tactics regarding South America. The approach taken by the research is a hybrid method-
ology through the use of the software NVivo. Adopting this tool of analysis enabled the 
measurement of the frequency of words related to the Tri-Border Area and to the borders 
of its neighbouring countries – namely Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay – in a corpus of 16 
reports. Four of these are editions of the report Patterns of Global Terrorism, which relate 
to the years 2000-2003, and 12 are editions of the Country Reports on Terrorism that refer 
to 2004-2015. The dates of the documents reflect the year of reference and not that of the 
publication, which is the following year1. These editions were released during George W. 
Bush’s administration, throughout the period from January 2001 to January 2009, and 
during Barack H. Obama’s presidency, from January 2009 to January 2017. Both presi-
dents were re-elected for a second term. 

This article is divided into three sections. In the first section, the historical background 
of the supposed link between the Tri-Border Area Muslim community and international 
terrorism is briefly described. This includes a discussion of the security implications of 
the unproven relation of the Buenos Aires bombings in the 1990s to the area, as well as 
renewed claims of the existence of terrorist groups in the frontier following the September 
11th terrorist attacks. In the second section, the methodology is explained, namely how 
the corpus was classified, why the NVivo software was chosen and in what ways observing 
the frequency of words is useful to identify patterns. The results are also presented and 
discussed. In the last section, the main conclusions of the study are addressed.

The Tri-Border Area and terrorism

The literature on the Tri-Border Area has highlighted that the assumption of a supposed 
presence of terrorists in the region originated after the Buenos Aires bombings in 1992 
and 1994 (Rabossi 2004; Pinto 2016; Nasser 2018: 136). Since then, governmental reports 
and media outlets have speculated about how criminal and financial offenses such as drug 
trafficking, money laundering and smuggling in the region might be financing the activi-
ties of terrorist groups like Hamas and Hizballah2.

The cities of Foz do Iguaçu, in Brazil, Ciudad del Este, in Paraguay, and Puerto Iguazu, 
in Argentina, are divided by two rivers, Paraná and Iguaçu. These political and geographic 
limits did not have any specific denomination before March 1996. Only from then on, 
the governments of the three countries began to refer to that specific area as a ‘Tríplice 
Fronteira’ or ‘Triple Frontera’ (Rabossi 2004: 24). The newly attributed designation would 
be used not only in official documents but also in academic studies and by the press. The 
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1996 edition of the Patterns of Global Terrorism, translated into English in quotes, lower-
case and no hyphen, inserted under the Argentina title: ‘“triborder” area,’ was also intro-
duced by the US Department of State at the time. In this particular document, the term 
was linked to new security measures that were being implemented by the governments of 
the three countries ‘to help address the growing security concerns’ (Department of State 
[USA] 1997). Brazil was not placed under a specific entry in this edition.

From a geographic landmark, this frontier became ‘a category built by diplomatic 
agreements, by the actions of national and international security agencies’ and also by 
international media outlets (Pinto and Montenegro 2008: 5). The new designation for 
the region was created to answer demands for security, and more specifically, regarding 
intra-national and transnational dynamics (Amaral 2010: 33). Although Brazil has nine 
tri-borders, only this one can be found in as a title case in official documents and press 
articles without any other clarification. The term was created and is still being used as a 
constructed securitized form of the region, leaving its other known characteristics, such 
as the fact that it is an ecological paradise and a tourist attraction, aside. The presence of a 
large Arab and Muslim community mainly from the Bekaa Valley and South Lebanon, but 
also of Palestinians, Syrians, Jordanians, and Egyptians, probably made the region a place 
of greater awareness to securitizing actors. 

The region has been referred to as a security threat since two deadly terrorist attacks 
hit Buenos Aires in the 1990s. The first one targeted the Israeli embassy in 1992 and the 
second, the most lethal one, destroyed the Asociación Mutuales Israelitas Argentinas 
(AMIA), a Jewish community centre, in 1994. Both bombings killed 115 people, injured 
hundreds of people who lived and worked in the neighbourhood and destroyed many 
buildings nearby. A Buenos Aires criminal court charged 12 Iranian nationals and one 
Lebanese citizen believed to be a Hizballah operative (Department of State [USA] 2004) 
for the latter attack. High ranking Argentine authorities, such as the former president 
Carlos Menem, were accused of forgery and covering up.

The link between the AMIA bombing and the Tri-Border Area was made public by 
the Interior Minister of Argentina Carlos Corach two years after the last bombing, per-
haps as a way to dismiss the accusations that the government was not doing enough to 
solve the case (Ministry of Foreign Affairs [Brazil] 2001). Corach argued that the explo-
sives used in at least one of the attacks were smuggled through Argentina by the Brazilian 
border between Foz do Iguaçu and Puerto Iguazu. The charge was renewed more recently, 
in 2015, with a new allegation. The Argentinian chief prosecutor, Alberto Nisman, filed a 
complaint in January 2015,3 accusing the government of President Cristina de Kirchner 
of conceiving a criminal plan to grant immunity to Iranian officials accused of participat-
ing in the Buenos Aires blasts.4 The report also reveals details of the investigation con-
cerning both attacks. The Tri-Border Area is mentioned in terms of telephone calls made 
by a Colombian national, Samuel Salman El Reda – one of the supposed protagonists in 
the AMIA bombing – to a cell phone in Foz do Iguaçu registered in the name of André 
Marques. These calls are the only connection made in the report between the attack and 
the border area.
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The fact that both the first and the last call recorded were made from 
the two respective airports leads us to conclude that he [El Reda] had 
informed the active Hezbollah member working as André Marques 
about both the arrival and departure of members of the task force 
that carried out the final stage of the mission (Nisman 2015: 156).

One year after the prosecutor’s complaint was made public, the Colombian govern-
ment revealed that El Reda’s passport was fraudulent (Kollmann 2016). Since then, the 
identity of the real key agent of the plot remains unknown. Although El Reda’s identity is 
uncertain, Interpol (2009) issued in 2009 an international arrest warrant against him on 
its website, after a request made by Nisman in 2006. The identity of Andre Marques was 
not established; neither was it even confirmed if he existed. Not a single person who lives 
or lived in the Tri-Border Area has been indicted or identified as a suspect in either of the 
deadly attacks for more than two decades following it. 

The culprits of the crimes, as before mentioned, are suspected to be agents designat-
ed under the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran, and a member of Hizballah, 
a Shia militant group from Lebanon that is also financed by the Iranian regime. These 
Lebanese and Iranian nationals, with no connections with the Tri-Border Area, were in-
dicted by the Argentinian Courts and included in the Interpol list of most wanted persons 
for terrorism. One of these suspects is Mohsen Rabbani, who worked as an official at the 
Iranian Embassy in Buenos Aires and now lives in Qom, Iran. Rabbani was interviewed by 
a Brazilian journalist and denied all the accusations regarding having helped to organize 
the plot that killed almost 100 people in the AMIA attack of 1994 (Adghirni 2012).

Although many suspects were indicted in Argentina, the case is far from being 
closed. The ‘local connection’ – as a group of Argentinian citizens involved with the plot is 
known – is still under investigation and awaiting criminal proceedings. The involvement 
of Argentinian police members and of the Secretaría de Inteligencia del Estado (SIDE)5, 
the country’s secret service, in the AMIA attacks has not been fully dismissed (Davies 
2015; Caballero 2005; Salinas 1997; Sanz e Paolella 2007). In a recent trial, an Argentinian 
federal judge, Juan José Galeano, and a former chief of SIDE, Hugo Anzorreguy, were con-
victed of organizing a cover-up operation and sentenced to six and four and a half years in 
prison, respectively. Conversely, former Argentinian president Carlos Menem was found 
not guilty in this plot. Another famous character of the ‘local connection,’ Carlos Telleldín, 
who faced trial and was found not guilty (Nisman 2015: 157), was sent back to court in 
2019, convicted of obstruction of justice and sentenced to three years in prison. He will be 
tried again for his involvement in the AMIA bombing (Tomás 2019).

A similar case in 1970 had the same characteristics but a different outcome. Two gun-
men invaded the Israeli Embassy in the Paraguayan capital, Asuncion, killing one per-
son and injuring another. Soon thereafter, the Brazilian newspaper O Estado de S. Paulo 
published an article relating the Arab residents of Foz do Iguaçu with the action. After 
arresting the two offenders, both Palestinians who had come from the United Kingdom, 
the Paraguayan Justice found no evidence of the involvement of the Tri-Border Arab com-
munity with the raid (Karam 2013: 60). New evidence has shown that the two assailants 
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did not plan the attack and were trying to receive a stipend promised by the Israeli govern-
ment to Palestinians who accepted to settle in Paraguay (Rivarola 2020).

The fluidity of the frontier, where thousands of people and products cross over the 
two bridges between Foz do Iguaçu and Ciudad del Este and between Foz do Iguaçu and 
Puerto Iguazu in a daily basis, is a security concern for the three countries. As with other 
borders, crimes such as drugs and arms trafficking, smuggling, and other illicit activities 
are a common issue. What is uncommon, however, is to associate these activities to terror-
ism financing in South America. For the past decades, there has been a discourse not only 
linking such activities in the region with international terrorism but also connecting both 
the Shia and Sunni Muslim communities from the Tri-Border Area to terrorism financing 
around the globe. 

After the September 11th attacks, a link between the Tri-Border Area and terrorist 
activities remerged. The connection was made by the US Department of State, which 
suggested that the area hosted training camps and financed international groups accused 
of terrorist acts, identifying it as a ‘safe haven’ for terrorists (Amaral 2010; Folch 2012; 
Ferreira 2016). The visit of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed to Foz do Iguaçu in 1995, one of the 
most well-known members of Al Qaeda who had involvement in the World Trade Center 
attack in 1993, supported the allegation that the group had links with the community in 
the region (CNN 2003). On the other hand, the information published in the Brazilian 
magazine Veja about a supposed Osama bin Laden’s trip to the area has been found untrue 
(Policarpo Junior 2003; Benson 2003). 

The suspicions of an association between the local Arab community and Al Qaeda 
were dropped after the release, on July 2004, of the final report provided by an indepen-
dent and bipartisan commission created by the U.S. Congress to investigate the circum-
stances of the September 11th attacks. The 9/11 Commission Report recognizes that ‘No 
clear evidence connects him [Sheikh Mohamed] to terrorist activities in those locations’6 
(National Commission 2004: 148). It is fair to say that following the publication of this 
investigation in 2004, the Arab community in the Tri-Border was acquitted of having any 
relationship to terrorists and to the perpetrators of 9/11 and the 1993 World Trade Centre 
attacks. 

Much of the literature produced by local experts since the mid-2000’s also empha-
sizes the inconsistent and contradictory claims regarding the Tri-Border Area. Costa and 
Schulmeister (2007: 34) describe the lack of evidence of the nexus crime-terrorism and 
argue that the remittances sent abroad by the Middle Eastern immigrants do not validate 
the claim that they fund terrorists. Ferreira (2016: 213) has shown how contradictory the 
US Department of State view is. While claiming the presence of terrorism financers in 
the region, the reports of this agency also stressed the lack of evidence to prove it. What 
is not yet clear is the impact of these allegations and why they are still being made to this 
day. The analysis of 16 editions of the US Department of State reports may improve our 
understanding of the reasons why the Tri-Border Area has been continuously linked to 
the terrorist threat.
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Content analysis

This section will explain why the sample was chosen, how it was categorized, how the 
method was used and the main findings of the analysis. As described earlier, this article 
aims to examine the US Government discourse on terrorism in Brazil, Argentina and 
Paraguay after September 11th during the George W. Bush administration until the end of 
Barack Obama’s in 2016. In order to achieve this goal, a selection of documents that had at 
least the same patterns was required. Most importantly, these documents had to be similar 
in purpose and size during both administrations to make the comparison reliable. 

The US Secretary of State is requested by law to provide to the Congress a ‘full and 
complete annual report on terrorism for these countries and groups meeting the criteria 
of the act,’ as established by the US Code in compliance to (A), (B) and (C) of the section 
2656f(a) of Title 22 (Department of State [USA] 2004: 1). The report should include the 
activities of individuals, terrorist organizations or umbrella groups in the previous year, 
as well as detailed assessments of terrorist acts that occurred in other countries. However, 
the documents are more detailed than required by law (Department of State [USA] 2001).

The most well-known of these reports are both Patterns of Global Terrorism, published 
until 2005, and Country Reports on Terrorism, the renewed version of the previous publi-
cation with a few variations. They are a reliable option to analyse how the US Department 
of State summarizes information about terrorism and what main suggestions are made to 
tackle the problem. The first report that dealt with this demand was the Patterns of Global 
Terrorism, released for the first time in 1997 during President Bill Clinton administration 
(1993-2001). Four editions of this series of reports were included in this study, referring 
to the years 20007, 2001, 2002 and 2003, published during Bush’s administration. All four 
contain specific chapters about Latin America and just one has a subsection dedicated to 
the region, entitled ‘Tri-Border’8. The information about the three countries that share the 
border (Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay) could only be found in this section. 

The 2004 report, released in April 2005 during the second term of President Bush, had 
its name and format changed. The configuration of the Patterns of Global Terrorism content 
and methodological approach was criticized. Since then, the most important document 
about international terrorism and counterterrorism published by the US Government be-
came the Country Reports on Terrorism. Its first edition was more concise than the pre-
vious one. The new report had only 132 pages, while the average number of pages of the 
Patterns of Global Terrorism editions was 200.

The 2005 edition, released on April 2006, has a new chapter, the third, entitled 
‘Terrorist Safe Havens,’ that includes a subsection about the Tri-Border Area. The fifth 
chapter, ‘Country Reports: Western Hemisphere,’ created sections for each country, in-
cluding Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay. Since the release of this edition, the Tri-Border 
Area is officially considered a safe retreat/sanctuary/shelter for terrorism by the US 
Department of State, which constitutes a way to label the region as a threat to the world. 
The following passage makes a very clear association of the local Muslim community with 
groups considered by the US Department of State as terrorists:
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The Triborder Area

Suspected supporters of Islamic terrorist groups, including Hizballah 
and HAMAS, take advantage of loosely regulated territory and prox-
imity to Muslim communities in Ciudad del Este, Paraguay, and Foz 
do Iguacu [sic], Brazil, to engage in illegal activity and illicit fund-
raising (Department of State [USA] 2006: 23).

In another edition, the relationship between the area and terrorism is more extensive-
ly portrayed. In the 2008 Country Reports on Terrorism (CRT), released in April 2009, the 
Tri-Border Area is also described in a new section of the ‘Terrorist Safe Havens’ chapter, ti-
tled ‘Strategies, tactics, tools for disrupting or eliminating ‘safe havens.’ It is informed that 
the US ‘remained concerned’ that both Hizballah and Hamas ‘were raising funds in the 
TBA by participating in illicit activities and soliciting donations from sympathizers within 
the sizable Muslim communities in the region’. However, the report admits that there was 
no ‘corroborating information’ about the presence of operatives of any ‘Islamist extremist 
groups’ in the Tri-Border Area, which itself is a contradiction to the statement that the re-
gion is a safe haven to terrorism (Department of State [USA] 2009: 214). Previous research 
on this issue had shown that the lack of empirical research in the region and the prejudice 
against the Muslim and Arab community spread this misconceived belief (Ferreira 2009: 
183). 

The Tri-Border Area remained in the safe havens list published in the CRT editions 
of 2009, 2010 and 2011. The list also included countries like Somalia and Afghanistan, 
where armed militias and gangs operate freely, something that was not seen in and around 
the Tri-Border Area. Another major inconsistency is not mentioning as a safe haven the 
area where the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) used to rule until 
the signature of the 2017 peace agreements (Castro, 2015: 16-17). The Tri-Border Area 
disappeared from the ‘Terrorist Safe Havens’ chapter list of the 2012 Country Reports 
on Terrorism (CRT), released in May 2013. In this edition, the only countries of South 
America mentioned are Colombia and Venezuela – in addition to the FARC – in chapter 
2, ‘Western Hemisphere Overview’ (Department of State [USA] 2013: 210). The report 
does not explain the reasons for excluding the Tri-Border Area from the list, where it had 
been placed since 2005. 

Considering the representative nature of the documents, 16 were chosen, referring 
to the years between 2000 and 2015 and published in the following years, 2001 and 2016. 
To isolate only what was written about the three focal countries, that is, only the excerpts 
of the reports that had as titles the words Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Tri-Border 
Area, accounting for the border between them, were added to the corpus. All the ex-
cerpts collected in each report were aggregated in one single segment and identified by 
the year of publication. As a result, the final corpus consisted of a total of 16 segments, 
each representing one year, between the years of 2000 and 2007, published during Bush’s 
administration (2001-2008), and 2008 and 2015, during Obama’s (2009-2016). Therefore, 
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the corpus consists of Patterns of Global Terrorism (PGT) reports from 2000 to 2005 and 
of CRT reports that refer to the period between 2006 and 2015.

Hybrid methods that encompass qualitative and quantitative tools can offer an ef-
fective approach to analyse this corpus. Observing a list of most frequently used words is 
helpful not only to identify patterns and differences between each segment, but also be-
tween the two administrations. NVivo, the chosen software, is one of the most well-known 
and widely adopted tools for this purpose. The selection of this software is due to its reli-
ability and validity. Besides, the aim of this study is also to investigate which subjects are 
associated with all three countries and the border, which can also be achieved by counting 
the frequency of words used in the reports.

Before running the software, words with three or fewer letters were excluded from 
the analysis. Later, function words like ‘again,’ and ‘this’ were also ignored, as they would 
not add useful information about the subject. Each year’s excerpts were analysed inde-
pendently by the software; the results from the most frequently used words to the least 
used words were inserted in a column. The next step was to divide these words into two 
different tables, referring to one of the two administrations, namely the results from the 
years 2000 to 2007, corresponding to Bush’s years in office (2001-2007), and from 2008 to 
2015, relating to the Obama’s administration (2008-2016). 

Some of the findings were already expected. The words ‘Paraguay,’ ‘Brazil’ and 
‘Argentina’ were among the five most frequent words of the whole corpus. These three 
words are the names of the countries selected for this study and were also used by the 
authors of the documents to name the sections of the excerpts. Consequently, these words 
are not considered in the analysis. That is why the most common word detected in the 
reports of both administrations is ‘terrorist.’ This word was used 92 times during the eight 
years of Bush administration excerpts and 190 times in the same number of excerpts of 
the Obama administration. The latter used the word ‘terrorist’ more than twice in com-
parison with the previous one, which can be considered an unexpected finding, as the 
Democrat president promised to leave the War on Terror rhetoric behind. However, this 
finding is aligned with other works that indicate that Obama had, in fact, restored the 
previous rhetoric concerning terrorism (McCrisken 2011). The other five most frequently 
employed words by Bush’s reports were ‘terrorism’ (73 times), ‘government’ (62), ‘money’ 
(61), ‘laundering’ and ‘united’ (56 each), as can be seen in Figure 1 (below) and Table 2 
(see Appendix). During Obama’s administration, the following top words were: ‘border’ 
(142 times), ‘financial’ and ‘security’ (126 each), ‘money’ (121) and ‘enforcement’ (119), as 
illustrated in Figure 2 (below) and Table 4 (see Appendix).

From a broader perspective, it was possible to identify the most common semantic 
field in all excerpts, notably during the Obama administration: the financial one. This field 
deals more specifically with terrorism financing. It may indicate that both administrations 
were focusing their attention on crimes in the region related to this field. Besides, it seems 
that there is an effort to make a connection between financial crimes and terrorism as the 
primary focus of these documents is reporting about the latter subject. The most used 
words in this category during the entire Bush administration were: ‘money’ (61 times), 
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Figure 1 – 100 top words during George W. Bush’s administration  
found in the Patterns of Global Terrorism and  

in the Country Reports on Terrorism 2000-2007 (years of reference)

Source: Created by the author

Figure 2 – 100 top words during Barack Obama’s administration  
found in the Country Reports on Terrorism 2008-2015 (years of reference)

Source: Created by the author.
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which was the sixth most frequent word, ‘laundering’ (56), the seventh, ‘financial’ (45), 
the tenth, and ‘financing’ (19), 26th, as shown in Table 2 (see Appendix). During Obama’s 
presidency, the top financial category words were: ‘financial’ (126), ranked fifth, ‘money’ 
(121), sixth, ‘laundering’ (114) eighth, ‘financing’ (95), thirteenth, and ‘FATF’ (48), 23th, 
which are the initials of the Financial Action Task Force. These are also presented in Table 
4 (see Appendix). 

As the most frequent word of the financial semantic field by both administrations was 
‘money,’ the deployment of this word was closely checked. The recurrence peaked in the 
2006 (17 times), 2007 (22) and 2008 (29) reports. In general, the use of ‘money’ relates to 
‘laundering’ or ‘launderer.’ ‘Laundering’ is the ninth and eighth most frequent word in the 
two sets of excerpts, during Bush’s (56 times) as well as in Obama’s presidency (121 times). 
The first time both words are used together is in the 2001 edition of Patterns of Global 
Terrorism, deployed only three times. Then, ‘laundering’ appears again six times in the 
2004 report. The frequency peak of this word also occurs in the documents between 2006 
and 2008, exactly as with the word ‘money.’ After that, the recurrence begins to decrease 
gradually in the ranking. In 2009, ‘laundering’ was the fourth most used word (found 16 
times); the seventh in 2010 (13) and in 2011 (15); the eighth in 2012 (10) and in 2013 
(14); the eleventh in 2014 (9) and twelfth in 2015 (9) – as shown in Tables 1, 2, 3 e 4 (see 
Appendix).

Both ‘money’ and ‘laundering’ were more used in connection with Hizballah in the 
2005 and 2007 reports, editions published in April 2006 and April 2008, during the Bush 
administration. This trend may have reflected a pressure against local governments in 
the months of tensions and of the preparations to the attacks of Israel to Lebanon in July/
August 2006 and in Gaza in December 2008/January 2009. After these three reports, di-
rect relations between the two words and the group could not be detected in the subse-
quent documents. During Bush’s administration, the word Hizballah was the eleventh 
most used, but its frequency fell during the next presidency, not reaching the top 100. As 
Israel is an important US ally in the Middle East, the two conflicts may have influenced 
the public demands of the US Department of State against supposed financing sources of 
both Hizballah and Hamas in South America.

There are two main hypotheses to explain the US Department of State focus on finan-
cial crimes in the Tri-Border Area. The first one suggests that it is an approach to constrain 
the local community from transferring money, especially to Lebanon. The US pressure to 
prevent local businessmen to send money abroad to buy products or send remittances 
to their families in Lebanon is expected to result in the withdraw of ideological support 
to Hizballah and Hamas (Nasser 2016). The second explanation is that the US strategy 
to focus on the financial sources of these groups in Latin America is closely directed by 
the lack of evidence concerning the existence of terrorist cells in the region (Villa 2020). 
Thus, the narrative of the Tri-Border Area as a strong source of terrorist financing would 
make the region susceptible for the securitization move by making the acceptance of the 
threat easier to local audiences. It seems that both explanations make sense, as they help us 
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understand the main advantages for the USA regarding pressuring the local communities 
and governments. 

After the 2004 edition, the reports related the word ‘money’ most notably to another 
subject: the legislative process of bills referring to terrorism financing in the three coun-
tries’ national Congresses. It also included the enforcement of recommendations made by 
the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) and other international organizations to combat 
financial crimes, especially money laundering. This finding could contradict the initial 
hypothesis of an acute connection between the discourse on terrorism in the Tri-Border 
Area and the Middle Eastern actors. Nevertheless, it seems that the credibility of this link 
is key to secure the success of a securitization move. The need for this legislation was not 
an internal urgency, but rather a probable outcome from external pressure.

The 2007, 2008 and 2009 reports, for instance, mention the lack of effort of the 
Brazilian legislative to vote the anti-terrorism and anti-money laundering bills, that were 
pending since 2005 (Department of State [USA] 2007: 151). In 2007 and 2008, the US 
Congress discussed granting funds to the Southern Command (Ferreira 2009: 189), which 
may have increased the need to justify it. On the other hand, the reports from 2010 to 
2014 are more subtle regarding this subject. In 2010, the Brazilian Chamber of Deputies 
passed an updated money laundering bill establishing stricter penalties, which probably 
relieved the anxiety revolving around the issue. However, the 2011 document stressed 
that ‘a specific terrorist financing provision was not included’ (Department of State [USA] 
2011: 153).

The law that would deal with crimes related to terrorism would eventually be approved 
five years later, after the World Soccer Cup of 2014 yet before the 2016 Rio Olympics. 
President Dilma Rousseff signed the Law 13.260/2016 months before being impeached by 
the Brazilian National Congress. The law provides procedures for freezing assets relating 
to groups considered terrorists by the United Nations, such as Al Qaeda, Taliban, and 
Daesh (Department of State [USA] 2016: 274). The 2014 report described it as the end 
of a ‘longstanding gap in Brazil’s ability to confront terrorism financing’ (Department of 
State [USA] 2015: 260). Rousseff was under the pressure of international organizations 
and security experts before the Olympic Games (Rötzsch 2011), an international compe-
tition that took place in Rio de Janeiro and would attract thousands of tourists and inter-
national attention. The law introduced new investigation and procedural measures and 
defined what a terrorist organization consists of (Aita 2017), but faced criticism by social 
and human rights movements, as well as by the local office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (Benites 2016; Terenzi 2016). However, new arguments 
were also important to overthrow old barriers against the approval of such law. The need 
for protection against preparatory acts to commit a crime, for the recruiting of foreign 
terrorists and incitement to terrorism, especially in social media, would receive more at-
tention than the previous arguments (France 2018: 310-311). 

The reports also mention the cooperation efforts between the US authorities and local 
ones. The most common partnership are special courses ‘ranging from interview and in-
terrogation techniques, terrorist financing, and money laundering investigations’ offered 



552	  vol. 42(3) Sep/Dec 2020	 Castro

by the Americans (Department of State [USA] 2014: 259). The training courses attended 
by Brazilian officials are mentioned in the 2007, 2008, 2009, 2013 and 2014 reports; the 
Paraguayan ones, in the 2007 and 2009 reports. There is no mention of courses taught to 
Argentinian authorities. Interviews made in Foz do Iguaçu in 2018 have shown that most 
of the Polícia Federal and Receita Federal top officials had taken such courses in the USA 
(Castro 2020).

Not only the training courses to local police officials were important tools to imple-
ment the desired measures, but also to pressure politicians to change the legislation. The 
unsteady connection between ‘money’ – one of the most used words – and Hizballah, the 
term is found more attached to events concerning legislative and executive procedures 
of Brazil, Paraguay, and Argentina, indicating a different perspective concerning the in-
terests of the US governments. It seems that the reports have a special focus on exerting 
pressure for change in the three countries’ legislation concerning financial crimes relat-
ed to terrorism, as well as for requesting the adoption of the FATF recommendations. 
In addition to Brazil, the two other Tri-Border countries approved new laws concerning 
terrorism in the analysed period. Argentina, the only of the three countries that suffered 
two terrorist attacks, had an antiterrorist law since 2000 (Aita 2017). New and reshaped 
laws were added in 2007 and 2011. The most important change was the replacement of 
the idea of ‘terrorist illicit association’ for ‘terrorist act’ to define the crime (Durrieu 2015; 
Aita 2017). Paraguay also approved anti-terrorism laws before Brazil. The country imple-
mented new legislation in 2010 and 2011. The last one improved the capacity of the local 
courts to freeze assets to meet new demands of international organizations concerning the 
financial funding for terrorist groups. 

Contrary to expectations, this study did not find significant use of words related to the 
semantic field of unlawful activities, a subject commonly linked to the Tri-Border Area. 
Words such as ‘smuggling’ and ‘illicit’ were not among the top 50 most detected words and 
the word ‘drug’ was not even in the top 100 list. This consists of additional evidence that 
seems to indicate that the focus of the reports was to highlight the financial activities in 
the region and urge scrutiny on this particular issue by the local authorities. The overall 
emphasis in the financial semantic field, as well as in the legislation concerning money 
laundering, linked the region with the US interests in the Middle East in many ways. 

Conclusions

The Patterns of Global Terrorism and the Country Reports on Terrorism are public docu-
ments published not only to fulfil the requirement to periodically inform the US Congress 
but also to pressure other countries to adopt measures to combat the actions of terrorists 
and terrorism financing even in regions such as the Tri-Border Area, where no evidences 
of terrorist actions were provided. The main objective of this study has been to identify 
which connections were built between terrorism and the region during the administra-
tions of Presidents Bush and Obama by analysing these documents. The main hypothe-
sis is that the dynamics of the US relations with the Middle East – especially with Iran, 
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Hizballah, and Hamas – direct the narratives and criticism of the reports. The findings of 
this study suggest that there is a special focus on these issues, despite the lack of evidence 
proving that both a link between them and the Tri-Border Area – and the need to address 
other security problems in the region – exist.

The hypothesis was confirmed as we could identify some parallels between an in-
ternalist and externalist view of the securitization concept. Events that occurred in the 
Middle East could be associated to the frequency rise of some words and demands. The 
most striking link between the Tri-Border reports and the Middle East events was the 
increased usage of the words ‘money’ and ‘laundering’ in the 2006, 2007 and 2008 reports, 
released in the years 2007, 2008 and 2009, respectively. These documents were published 
during and after the wars between Israel and Lebanon (2006) and the Gaza War (2008-
2009). The connection between the words ‘Hizballah’ and ‘money laundering’ were mostly 
found in the 2005, 2006 and 2007 reports, respectively released in 2006, 2007 and 2008. 

The emphasis placed on the financial semantic field by both administrations, espe-
cially on money laundering during these specific periods, may reveal a strong connection 
between the interests of the US in the Middle East and the discourse about the Tri-Border 
Area. Therefore, these findings indicate that there is a direct impact between what hap-
pens in the Middle East and what the US Department of State writes about this South 
American frontier. However, the most striking feature of this rhetoric is the missing link 
that would prove that illegal money from the Tri-Border Area is financing terrorist acts. 
The focus on the repetition of the accusations against the three countries may be a way 
to hide the lack of this important piece of evidence that should be displayed by the US 
Department of State. It may be used to promote the view that Hizballah is an international 
terrorist group that operates in other parts of the world rather than a local defence militia 
against Israeli offensives in Lebanon. 

Likewise, the frequent mentions of legislative procedures concerning antiterrorism 
bills show that there is a consistent interest of the securitizing actor in making this con-
nection to securitize the Tri-Border Area. Countries such as Brazil and Paraguay, which 
had no recent problems with terrorism, approved anti-terrorist laws that were not raised 
by popular demand, but rather, by an external pressure. The Brazilian law was voted and 
approved months before the arrival of foreign tourists to the Rio Olympic Games to com-
ply with the security concerns from countries such as USA and Israel. The Brazilian and 
Paraguayan national Congresses can be seen as audiences that accepted the need for spe-
cial measures to combat the terrorist threat, but both took actions inside the normative 
framework. It is not possible to determine that the direct pressure of the securitizing ac-
tors resulted in this movement. Rather, this was probably one of the dynamics that pro-
moted the approval of the new measures.

On the other hand, it can be argued that Argentina had enough reasons to implement 
new laws tackling terrorist acts, as the country was the target of two bombings in the 
1990s. However, most of these laws were approved more than a decade after the Buenos 
Aires attacks and years following September 11th, that is, only in 2007 and 2011. This 
fact may also imply that other kinds of pressures or contexts were more decisive to the 
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implementation of the new legislation. Other actors such as FATF and internal forces may 
have helped to increase the tension and to approve such laws in the three countries. That is 
why we may assume that there was also a security movement, but it is likewise not possible 
to trace connections only and directly to a specific US demand.

What the study clarifies is that there were continuous securitizing movements during 
most of these 16 years of documents. These were not completely successful in Argentina, 
Brazil, and Paraguay, as the measures were taken inside the normal bounds of political 
procedure, despite the fact that most of these laws took more than a decade to be ap-
proved. A further study could reveal the impacts of anti-terrorism laws, like the ones ap-
proved in the three countries. It would also help us to understand why these were so 
important to the US Department of State discourse. If the debate is to be moved forward, 
a better understanding of the use of these new laws is also suggested, especially to verify 
if they made requests to facilitate the acceptance of the extradition of foreign residents by 
local courts. New outcomes in the securitization of the Tri-Border Area may also develop 
soon, as both Argentina and Paraguay recently declared Hizballah a terrorist group, and 
as the Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro announced in August 2019 his intention to follow 
suit. The benefits or the inconveniences of these decisions are also yet to be disclosed.

Notes

1	 For example, the September 11th attacks are in the 2001 edition of the Patterns of Global Terrorism, 
published in 2002. The edition of the Country Report on Terrorism that refers to the last year of Obama’s 
administration, namely 2016, was published in 2017, during the first year of Donald Trump’s presidency. 
Therefore, this one is not included in this corpus. 

2	 In this article, we spell Hizballah in the same format the PGT and CRT reports do. Yet, when we quote other 
authors who use a different spelling like Hezbollah e Hizbullah, their choice is respected. 

3	 Four days after filing the complaint, Nisman was found dead with a gunshot wound to the head, in 
suspicious circumstances. 

4	 Nisman’s complaint was not accepted by the tribunal, even after an appeal made by a new prosecutor.
5	 In 2001, SIDE changed its name to Secretaría de Inteligencia (SI), but it was still viewed as too attached 

to the old military regime. In 2015, President Cristina de Kirchner dismissed SI and created the Agencia 
Federal de Inteligencia following the death of Nisman. She claimed that the act was a ‘debt to democracy’ 
(Iñurrieta 2015). 

6	 It refers to Brazil, Sudan, Yemen and Malaysia – countries to which he travelled before the attacks.
7	 The report referred to the year 2000, the last year of the Clinton administration which was also included 

because it was published on 30 April 2001, during Bush’s first year as a president. The same measure was 
taken concerning the next president: the report referred to the year 2008, period in which Bush was still 
president; it was included in the analysis as belonging to the Obama administration, as it was published in 
2009, after he took office.

8	 The designation Tri-Border Area is found in the Patterns of Global Terrorism reports as Tri-Border or 
Triborder. In this paper, it is reproduced as it is written in these documents.
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A Securitização da Tríplice Fronteira entre 
Argentina, Brasil e Paraguai

Resumo: O objetivo deste estudo é identificar as principais características do dis-
curso dos EUA em relação à Tríplice Fronteira entre Argentina, Brasil e Paraguai 
através da análise de 16 edições dos relatórios Patterns Global Terrorism e Country 
Reports on Terrorism, publicados entre 2001 e 2016. A teoria da Securitização é apli-
cada para explicar o uso dos atos de fala como movimentos para securitizar a região. 
Depois de utilizar o NVivo para medir a frequência das palavras, pôde ser observada 
uma forte ligação entre a ascensão do campo semântico financeiro e os confrontos 
no Oriente Médio. Também pôde ser observado que os relatórios revelam uma ên-
fase especial em relação à legislação sobre terrorismo nos três países mencionados.

Palavras-chave: Tríplice Fronteira; securitização; análise de conteúdo; terrorismo; 
George W. Bush; Barack Obama.
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