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The Aftermath of 
President Bolsonaro’s Visit to Washington 

and Prospects for Economic Reform 

President Jair Bolsonaro wrapped up his first official visit to Washington as president yesterday, 
as his government looks to fulfill its promise of strengthening relations with the United States. 
Yet one of the most promising areas of bilateral dialogue—economic and commercial relations, 
including greater U.S. investment in Brazil—will depend heavily on the new government’s capacity 
to deliver much-needed reforms at home, particularly the approval of meaningful pension reform 
in the Brazilian National Congress. Moreover, despite the show of friendship between President 
Bolsonaro and President Trump in the White House Rose Garden, substantial distance remains 
between the two countries on key issues, including China and Venezuela.
 
The day after President Bolsonaro’s visit to Washington, experts examined prospects for the 
Brazilian economy, the current political environment, and Brazil-U.S. relations, three months into 
the new administration’s tenure. 

AGENDA
 

Panel I: The View from the IMF: Boom, Bust, and the Road to Recovery in Brazil 

Antonio Spilimbergo, Assistant Director, Western Hemisphere Department at the IMF and Mission 
Chief for Brazil; Krishna Srinivasan, Deputy Director, Western Hemisphere Department at the IMF; and 

Anna Prusa, Associate, Brazil Institute (moderator)

Panel II: Assessment of President Bolsonaro’s Visit to Washington and the Political 
Environment Back Home

Roberto Simon, Senior Director of Policy, Council of the Americas; Nicholas Zimmerman, 
Consultant, Macro Advisory Partners; Thiago de Aragão, Partner and Director of Intelligence, 
Arko Advice; Mauricio Moura, Founder and CEO, IDEIA Big Data; and Paulo Sotero, Director, 

Brazil Institute (moderator)
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Anna Prusa, Associate at the Brazil Institute, 
opened the event by noting that the presidents of 
Brazil and the United States had raised expectations 
for bilateral relations, and reminded attendees that 
the purpose of the event was, in part, to discuss 
whether these expectations could be met. Prusa 
argued that while Presidents Trump and Bolsonaro 
are perhaps unusually aligned in personality and 
ideology, many areas of proposed cooperation—
from the new Energy Forum to the renewal of the 
CEO Forum, and U.S. support for Brazilian accession 
to the OECD—depend on Brazil’s ability to address 
domestic issues, including pension reform and slow 
economic growth.

Antonio Spilimbergo, IMF Senior Economist 
and Mission Chief for Brazil, then introduced the 
recently-released book Brazil: Boom, Bust, and 
Road to Recovery, which he edited with IMF Senior 
Economist Krishna Srinivasan. Spilimbergo noted 
that the book omits two conspicuous topics: 1.) 
monetary issues and the exchange rate, and 2.) the 

balance of payments. Spilimbergo suggested it was 
a sign of the times that the book does not focus 
on Brazil’s current account and instead has three 
chapters on governance and corruption, which were 
not considered major topics in economic circles ten 
years ago.

Spilimbergo began by providing historical context 
for the Brazilian economy’s current state. Brazilian 
growth in the last three decades has consistently 
underperformed other emerging markets, averaging 
just 2.6 percent growth since the 1980s. He argued 
this is more a structural issue than a business cycle 
issue. Despite reforms in the 1990s, including 
currency reform, fiscal responsibility, and inflation 
targeting; as well as some financial reforms and 
privatizations, Brazil’s economy did not grow as 
much as was hoped. Brazil’s poverty reduction was 
impressive, however, at a time when poverty was 
increasing in much of the rest of Latin America.

Spilimbergo attributed this poor economic growth 
to low labor productivity growth, which averaged 
less than 1 percent per year, despite the fact that 
Brazil was benefiting from a demographic dividend. 
The unsustainable fiscal situation is a further drag on 
growth, as fiscal uncertainty leads to higher interest 
rates and less investment in the medium term. He 
pointed out that Brazilian debt is not only higher than 
other emerging markets, but that the gap is increasing.

Spilimbergo also highlighted the difficulty posed 
by mandatory public spending in Brazil. Almost 
100 percent of public spending is constitutionally 
earmarked for one purpose or another, leaving very 
little room for budgetary flexibility and discretionary 
spending (such as public investment). Moreover, 
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Q: What role do public enterprises, especially 
Brazil’s development bank (BNDES), have to 
play in economic reform? 

Srinivasan argued that BNDES needs to be fixed, 
and noted that the government has conceived some 
reforms to try to make it more laissez-faire. He 
expressed cautious optimism on the government’s 
plans regarding measures like pension reform, 
privatization, and opening the economy, which 
should yield dividends in the long run. 

Spilimbergo agreed that the distortion caused by 
public banks is well known, and expressed hope that 
the new government will put together an agenda to 
address this issue.

Q: What is your opinion on the Boeing–Embraer 
merger and the new government’s move 
towards privatization? Will this help jump-start 
the economy?

Spilimbergo answered that the IMF does not 
take a position on particular industrial decisions, 
but in general, the organization is skeptical of the 
government’s ability to make industrial policy.

Q: How can these reforms be made inclusive—
by region, class, and sector—and how does that 
relate to making them politically palatable?

Spilimbergo stressed that inclusivity and fair income 
distribution are key issues for the medium term. 
He emphasized that the current pension system 
actually worsens the income distribution in Brazil, 
and argued that, if done judiciously, pension reform 
should help reduce income inequality in Brazil. 

However, he noted that other reforms could present 
issues with regards to income distribution. Trade, 
as Srinivasan pointed out in his remarks, can have 
a large effect on income distribution, especially if 
there is not enough labor flexibility within regions, 
so that people displaced from their jobs can find 
another. Spilimbergo pointed out that this is why 
their book has a chapter advocating for active labor 
market policy in conjunction with trade liberalization. 
It is unwise to move forward with trade liberalization 
without thinking of the implications, because it could 
cause negative social effects that would eventually 
lead to a backlash.

Srinivasan emphasized the great strides Brazil has 
made in combating poverty, and stressed that the 
IMF would like them to build on this progress through 
creating conditions for sustainable economic growth.

Prusa noted that one of the big issues facing Brazil is 
how to achieve strong and durable growth that can 
lift people out of poverty.

Q: One notable thing about Brazil is that the best 
and brightest of the country gravitate towards 
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Paulo Sotero, Director of the Brazil Institute, 
opened the second panel by noting that Bolsonaro’s 
visit to Washington had been an overall win for 
both governments, although there are legitimate 
questions about whether the visit will lead to 
substantive strengthening of the relationship. Sotero 
noted that the Boeing-Embraer merger, one of the 
most consequential Brazil-U.S. agreements in the 
last few decades, was the product of private sector 
dialogue with minimal government involvement. 
However, it remains unclear whether this agreement 
is part of a new, stronger bilateral relationship or 
an isolated event. Sotero then opened the floor 
to the four panelists, asking them to provide their 
impressions of the outcomes of the meeting as 
well as expectations for Brazil-U.S. relations moving 
forward.  

Thiago de Aragão, Director of Strategy at Arko 
Advice, was optimistic about President Jair 
Bolsonaro’s visit, stating that regardless of one’s 
political position, most would agree that the results 
were “productive and reasonably good.” He observed 
that there are several layers to a presidential trip, 
including its important symbolism. The two leaders 

share a similar political approach and perspective, 
which sends a strong message to the rest of the 
world. Aragão argued that for Trump, domestically, 
this meeting was necessary to “demonstrate that 
somehow his ideas and modus operandi is gaining 
traction outside the United States....He is not alone 
in this type of behavior and perception of the world.”

Aragão stressed that Brazil and the United States 
both gained: there were no freebies. One major 
gain for the United States, for example, was Brazil’s 
agreement to eliminate tariffs on the importation 
of U.S. wheat. And Brazil, for example, gained 
assurances of U.S. support for its ascension to 
the OECD, which has the power to shift the way 
investors look at Brazil. 

Aragão also argued that the presidential visit sent 
a message to China, that Brazil has other potential 
partners and China must tread carefully—especially 
in sectors like telecommunications, infrastructure, 
the banking system, and other industries that China 
is interested in. In this respect, Aragão viewed the 
visit as a silent victory for Trump.

Panel II: Assessment of President Bolsonaro’s Visit to 
Washington and the Political Environment Back Home 

Left-right: Paulo Sotero, Nick Zimmerman, Roberto Simon, Mauricio Moura, and Tiago de Aragão.



6

Roberto Simon, Senior Director for Policy at 
Americas Society and Council of the Americas, 
suggested a different approach to analyzing 
presidential meetings like that of Bolsonaro and 
Trump: looking at a visit as a framework, as opposed 
to a checklist, in order to focus on the trajectory and 
sustainability of the relationship moving forward. 
Simon argued that Brazilian government’s situation 
is extremely challenging at present. The narrative 
in the Brazilian media is that Brazil made too many 
concessions during the visit, but Simon maintained 
that this remains to be seen. “If the Paulo Guedes 
agenda does not take off pretty soon, what was 
discussed here will not deserve a line in future 
history books.”

However, Simon expressed concern over the 
Brazilian government’s partisan approach to the 
visit and to the bilateral relationship itself: “When 
you have the son of the president wearing the hat 
‘Trump 2020,’ when you have the president of Brazil 
at the White House saying he is confident that Trump 
will get reelected, you are taking sides.” Simon 
considered this approach a key mistake, noting that 
the 2020 election results in the United States could 
have a significant impact on Bolsonaro and Brazil’s 
foreign policy agenda. 

Regarding China, Simon argued that despite the 
rhetoric, China will undoubtedly play a significant 
role in infrastructure investments, privatization, 
fresh capital, and trade in Brazil. He also noted that 
a China-U.S. trade deal could prove detrimental to 
Brazil’s exports to China.

Nick Zimmerman, a consultant at Marco Advisory 
Partners, admitted that the visit had a high degree 
of “geopolitical symbolism.” He also expressed 
concern about the politicized nature of the visit, 
as traditionally Brazil has avoided taking sides, in 
favor of a more autonomous, multilateral approach. 
Zimmerman stressed that this new posture does 
not serve anyone’s long-term interests.

Zimmerman argued that the defense and security 
relationship is likely to improve following the visit, 
as both sides are creating infrastructure for a level of 
cooperation beyond what previously existed. 

He also addressed the issue of concessions, saying 
that “It is not about who gave more or less, it is about 
what is being done structurally and institutionally 
between these two countries in advancing mutual 

interests,” as well as to advance their own interests.  
Given the short amount of time to prepare the 
trip, both countries accomplished a great deal. He 
expressed some skepticism that the relationship will 
be more meaningful this time around, but agreed 
that a framework is being implemented that could 
lead to deeper cooperation. 

Mauricio Moura, CEO and Founder of IDEIA Big 
Data, focused on the repercussions of Bolsonaro’s 
visit within the context of Brazilian public opinion. 
He explained that foreign policy is not typically a 
topic of concern among Brazilians, although they do 
care about visa requirements for travel to the United 
States. A public opinion conducted two weeks before 
Bolsonaro’s visit found that 82 percent of Brazilians 
believed that a tourist visa waiver on travel to the 
United States would represent a real foreign policy 
win for Brazil; and 76 percent agreed that Bolsonaro 
should waive tourist visas for Americans as well. 
After Bolsonaro’s visit, Google trends indicated that 
millions of Brazilians wanted to know if there would 
be reciprocity for the visa waiver granted by President 
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reelected. A bilateral relationship is meant to be 
between two countries, and Brazil should not solely 
depend on the good relationship between two 
presidents. 

Simon raised the issue of the crisis in Venezuela, 
which had not yet been addressed by the panel. 
He noted that, when asked about the possibility of 
military intervention in Venezuela, Bolsonaro replied 
that he would not expose his strategy (and thus 
loose the element of surprise). Some interpreted 
this statement as Bolsonaro allowing Trump to more 
overtly threaten Venezuela militarily, while others 
suggested he was simply “being nice” to Trump. 
Simon acknowledged that in reality, both countries’ 
militaries are concerned about the situation in 
Venezuela. However, the more radical elements 
within the Brazilian government have been pushed 
aside, and Vice President Hamilton Mourão and 
other generals have been tasked with establishing 
direct channels with Maduro’s military to negotiate 
an end to the crisis. 

Moura noted that a survey conducted last month 
in Venezuela found that more than 80 percent of 
Venezuelans are against U.S. intervention, even 
those who support National Assembly leader 
Juan Guaidó’s being declared interim president. 
Even though many support Guaidó, 52 percent of 
Venezuelans still view Maduro as the president.

Sotero argued that, even though President Bolsonaro 
left things vague at the White House, his position 

is not at all vague in Brazil. Military intervention in 
Venezuela with Brazilian participation is not on the 
table. Vice President Hamilton Mourão has stated 
publicly that an intervention would only complicate 
the situation, and the goal is to help the Venezuelan 
people resolve the crisis as peacefully as possible. 

Aragão added that there are at least two thousand 
Russian soldiers in Venezuela and he does not see 
a situation in which U.S. and Russian soldiers will 
end up stationed within the same territory. He also 
explained that at least 70 percent of the military 
remains loyal to Maduro, making foreign military 
intervention essentially impossible. 

Zimmerman argued U.S. troops in Colombia are a 
rather transparent scare tactic, as the United States 
has all but admitted that military intervention is not 
ued U
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Q: There has been a sense of benign neglect in 
the Brazil-U.S. relationship for some time. Now 
there is a sense of optimism. Will Brazil open up 
and will the relationship become stronger? And 
how does U.S. support for Brazil’s entry into the 
OECD affect this?

Aragão stated that key decision-makers and the 
intelligentsia in Brazil have always paid lip-service to 
greater openness and and diminishing the size of 
the state, but their actions are usually in the opposite 
direction. He pointed to the IMF’s comments on 
the concentration in the banking industry, and how 
the government deters investment in infrastructure 
through its own unwillingness to invest and 
bureaucratic obstacles. He argued that “for you to 
open, you have to clean; and for you to clean, you 
have to throw things out; but our administration has 
become an accumulator.” 

Moura argued that greater openness would have 
popular support if people are able to see the results 

on a daily basis. However, politicians have not even 
attempted to make the case to the public. He also 
noted that Brazilian voters do not reward their 
presidents for good relations with the United States. 
For example, Barack Obama was widely liked in 
Brazil, but Dilma Rousseff’s popularity rose when 
she refused to visit the United States after the NSA 
spying scandal.

Simon characterized the bilateral relationship to 
date as a series of missed opportunities, noting 
that there were high expectations for Rousseff and 
Obama, until Brazil discovered from the Snowden 
leak that the United States was spying on Rousseff. 
There was optimism for Obama and Lula, until the 
disagreement over Iran and the coup in Honduras 
derailed relations; and before that, for Bill Clinton and 
Fernando Henrique Cardoso, until Plan Colombia. 
Simon noted that this cycle dates back decades: 
In the 1970s, President Nixon wanted to work with 
President Médici to fight communism in the region, 
but four years later Geisel came to power in Brazil 

Panel II Q&A Session

Left-right: Paulo Sotero, Nick Zimmerman, Roberto Simon, and Mauricio Moura.
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and shifted policy away from the United States. He 
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Bolsonaro does, but there is limited leverage unless 
Brazil-U.S. economic ties strengthen.

Zimmerman also called the WTO announcement 
“a smart hedge” for the United States. If Guedes 
moves forward with economic reforms, it will 
stimulate U.S. investment and the Brazilian economy 
in general; and without economic reforms, Brazil 
will not gain entrance to the OECD. On the Brazilian 
side, the decision makes Bolsonaro appear serious 
about reform, which should help give him some 
breathing room.

Aragão agreed with Zimmerman but noted that 
the risk lies in the follow-up. Brazil will be entirely 
focused on approving pension reform before the 
end of this year, and as soon as the delegation 
lands in Brasília, domestic concerns will take over 
once again. Unless dialogue with European OECD 
members is prioritized, accession will not happen.

Q: In a highly polarized political environment 
like Brazil’s, it seems highly unlikely there will 
be buy-in from all the major stakeholders for 
major macroeconomic, structural, and political 
reform, as the first panel recommended. Can you 
comment on that?

Moura contended that the IMF makes the same 
recommendations for every country. The difference 
between Trump and Bolsonaro is that Trump has 
a solid voter base on economic issues, whereas 
Bolsonaro does not. The legislators who support 
Bolsonaro were elected to improve public security 
and fight crime, not to pass pension reform. 
Bolsonaro will have to communicate outside his 
core base and build a coalition in Congress, which 
he does not yet have. Right now, 40 percent of 
Brazilians think Congress will approve some type of 
pension reform. Moura states that when pollsters 
ask whether people support the reform, they do not 
answer because they do not know what is being 
proposed. However, Brazilians tend to support 

pension reform when it is framed  in terms of ending 
privilege in public and judicial jobs.

Q: Why meet with Steve Bannon and Olavo de 
Carvalho? Does Bolsonaro have an interest in 
agreements with other nations ruled by what 
they call the “New Right?”

Sotero remarked that this is an example of Bolsonaro 
and people close to him communicating to their 
base.

Simon stated that foreign policy is one area, along 
with the environment and education, where the “true 
believers” have strong control or are fighting for it. 
The Foreign Minister, Ernesto Araújo, is personally 
close to Olavo de Carvalho and wrote that Trump 
was the “Hail Mary pass of Western civilization” 
(which was one reason he was picked for the post). 
Bolsonaro’s son Eduardo, also close to Olavo de 
Carvalho, also wants to have a say in foreign policy. 
Simon contented that foreign policy is an efficient 
way for Bolsonaro to mobilize his base. However, 
the military—which tends to be more pragmatic 
than ideological—is also fighting for influence over 
Brazil’s foreign policy. 

Simon agree with Moura that Bolsonaro does not 
have the equivalent of a Republican Party standing 
behind him. The meetings with Bannon and Carvalho 
may be very useful in terms of playing to his base, 
but might prove a distraction when it comes to 
pushing forward policy. 



11



One Woodrow Wilson Plaza
1300 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W. 
Washington, DC 20004-3027


