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The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted numerous academic debates about its impact on health and the economy and on

possible post-pandemic scenarios across the globe. The discussion has been focused on whether the pandemic will mark

a turning point and a unique opportunity to generate radical changes in the economic and productive system, or if the

State assistance role will, once again, serve to rescue the capitalist system.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic, several months after its beginning, has not only had great consequences for health, but has

also brought to light the criticism of capitalism and of an economic system that definitively threatens the scope of the

sustainable development. Therefore, numerous academic analysis has arisen regarding the multiple impacts that the

pandemic is generating and on possible post-pandemic scenarios across the globe.

We are still dealing with the health consequences of COVID-19. It is true that the studies that present results referring to

the impacts on health and the search for the vaccine attract the most attention. However, the debates about the future of

humanity have already begun. Special issues dedicated to COVID-19 have proliferated in the world’s most important

scientific journals. As Bringel  has summarized, in the first months an antagonism was observed between optimistic and

pessimistic discourses.

Optimistic views suggest that this is an opportunity to promote sustainable societies and economies, and interpret the

events as a call for change . The most negative views estimate that once the pandemic is over, the rules of the game

will not change dramatically, beyond some strictly necessary adaptations .

It is noteworthy that an important part of the first discourses analyzing the post-pandemic situation—especially in the

literature in English and coming from the central countries—encouraged an optimistic future based on a change in the

world system and the end of capitalism. However, these discourses can be naive or unrealistic if they do not contemplate

the different realities that the world presents. The truth is that fostering more sustainable societies, or “taking the

opportunity” to make radical changes in the economic system may be more feasible for some countries than for others .

It should not be ignored that we live in a very unequal world. Those countries that belong to the group of the most

important economies in the world, or are smaller economies but belong to the so-called developed countries, will be better

positioned to face the challenges of the future. These groups of countries not only have greater resources and

possibilities, they also better meet the socioeconomic needs of their populations. These factors will surely provide a better

starting point to face the post pandemic.

Alas, these are not the only differences that must be considered. In recent years, several international agreements related

to climate change and sustainable development have been promoted. The degree of compliance of these international

agreements is also very uneven and those countries that have shown greater commitment have better possibilities of

fostering more harmonious relations between societies and nature.

Another important issue associated with the pursuit of sustainable development is the level of dependence of some

countries on certain unsustainable economic practices. In general, those less developed countries have economic models

highly dependent on extractive activities, the primary economy, and the exploitation of natural resources.

The last big thing to consider is related to wars or socio-political conflicts. In countries that are in these situations, the

pandemic has impacted in a very different way. Consequently, the post-pandemic scenario will present different

challenges and priorities. Hence, it is necessary to question if we can talk of a global post-pandemic scenario. The central

issue is whether all countries are in a position to face the transformations that a radical change in the economic system

would imply?
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So far, although the international community has mobilized to understand how the pandemic is affecting our societies and

the environment, a holistic analysis of how the pandemic is affecting different parts of the world is missing, especially

those countries and regions that have fewer resources and possibilities to carry out the necessary investigations. Hence,

future research should gather data to better understand the impacts of the pandemic locally and globally.

To help to fill this gap, this work analyzes the case of one of the least favored regions of the world: Latin America. The

main objective is to establish a comparison between global trends and which will be the most likely post-pandemic

scenarios in the medium term for the region. This analysis will be mainly aimed at evaluating whether the region will be in

a position to favor a shift towards sustainability as predicted by the most optimistic views.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Post-Pandemic Scenarios as an Opportunity for Sustainable Development at the Global Level

The post-pandemic scenario is uncertain. The impacts of this pandemic are difficult to estimate in the medium and long

term and this gives rise to much speculation about the future. In addition to monitoring the number of infections and

deaths worldwide, there were some situations that were observed in a generalized way and that prompted the first

discussions regarding the future scenario: the lockdown situation and the almost absolute braking of the economic and

productive system, the central and protagonist role assumed by the nation states to alleviate the effects of the pandemic

and provide assistance at the socio-economic level, and the critics of capitalism and the relationship between societies

and nature.

The central axis of the criticism of the current economic system was centered on the forms of use and exploitation of

nature and the resulting consequences. Although the origins of COVID-19 have also been discussed, the spread of this

virus has alerted us to the health risks that certain types of animal-based food productions have. The coronavirus

outbreak served to highlight, once again, the link between the loss of habitats and biodiversity and the increasing

likelihood that infections will spread from wildlife to humans as zoonotic diseases 

It is true that there are numerous previous antecedents of these types of consequences, but the magnitude of COVID-19

has generated a feeling that humanity has reached a turning point. There is a common link between different positions

that there will be a crossroads for the future of humanity regarding the treatment that will be given to nature.

This idea was reflected by Hodges and Jackson in an editorial of the journal Science: “we have a once-in-a-generation

opportunity to rethink how we grow back our economies in a way that does not imperil the global environment as we have

in recent decades”  (p.1). In line with that vision, Springer considered that capitalism is a system that destroys the planet

and expressed that COVID-19 “serves as a testament to the fact that the selfishness of capitalism was never going to

produce a world in which we could find comfort”  (p. 112).

From these positions, an idea began to grow that COVID-19 presents opportunities for a positive change. Some voices

considered that learning from this experience should lead us towards a new world economy with strategies to safeguard

both biodiversity and human well-being . The main argument for believing in this change relies on the fact that the

magnitude of the crisis will inevitably lead to the downsizing of the consumer economy and fundamental changes in the

global production networks and supply chains . From this perspective, national governments and intergovernmental

organizations should adopt clear strategies to promote the necessary changes .

Other voices say that the possibilities of believing in a change depend not upon the state, capitalism, and not upon any

authority, but in the positive social reactions and an outpouring of mutual aid and social solidarity to assist those in

immediate need . Mutual aid, care and cooperation can be the base to reconfigure society based on an integration of

people and nature 

On the other hand, the most pessimistic views believe that after the pandemic there will be no major changes. As Harvey

 expresses, for example, the economic crisis will cause employment to fall to levels like those of the 1930 crisis.

According to the World Bank, up to 100 million people could fall into extreme poverty in 2020 . According to some

recent records of the ILO, about 585 million full-time jobs have been lost in the first half of the year worldwide and for the

second half, a loss of up to 590 million full-time jobs is estimated .

This will force the nation states to promote a rescue like that of the 2008 crisis, but this time, in favor of mass

consumerism to rescue the current capitalist system [14]. It is precisely this leading role in the assistance of the economic

and productive sector that the states assumed that leads us to believe that after the pandemic “business as usual” will

continue .
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From these two opposite visions, the discussion was focused on whether the pandemic will mark a turning point and a

unique opportunity to generate radical changes in the economic and productive system, or if the state assistance role will,

once again, serve to rescue the capitalist system.

The search for sustainable development is not something new. The truth is that for nearly 30 years sustainability scientists

and policy makers have pursued this objective . What needs to be addressed are the true possibilities of carrying out

sustainability transformations from the aftermath of COVID-19. As Cohen points out, COVID-19 has reinforced the

discussion and “is simultaneously a public health emergency and a real-time experiment in downsizing the consumer

economy”  (p. 1).

The biggest question for the future is if COVID-19 can provide a window of opportunity for promoting sustainability

transitions. In favor of the most optimistic views, COVID-19 has debunked the myth that current forms of production and

consumption are the only options. To take this window of opportunity it is necessary “to reflect upon which aspects of the

‘old normal’ should be retained and where it is time to create a more sustainable ‘new normal’”  (p.63). This will require

planning, increase current and future willingness to do the necessary behavioral changes, and a clear strategic of

communication .

The first interrelated analyses between the pandemic and its effects on sustainability highlighted that the decrease in

economic activity and human mobility is favoring interesting ecological reactions, as a kind of resurgence of nature .

Some initial studies have been able to register positive effects such as reducing emissions in China and in the world’s big

cities , a drastic decrease in air and water pollution levels and some changes in the behavior of animals and other

benefits for environments and species have been visible due to the reduction of human pressure .

Nevertheless, we must avoid falling into simplistic or naive speeches regarding the environmental crisis. Assuming that

nature has an inherent capacity to heal itself downplays the need for urgent environmental action . It should not be

ignored that the first positive ecological reactions are only temporary and that a constant level of slowdown in the

economy should be maintained for a long time to consolidate the benefits. In fact, there is a negative side of the pandemic

for the conservation of biodiversity related to the lack of funds, personnel and structure to carry out tasks on protected

areas and other important natural spaces .

Therefore, thinking about whether the post-pandemic scenario can be favorable for rebuilding our societies towards

sustainable development requires more in-depth evaluations regarding certain sustainability indicators. In this sense, to

have a global vision, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the UN are an unavoidable reference.

According to the last 2020 UN Sustainable Development Goals report, even before the pandemic, most goals and targets

were not going to be reached by 2030 . COVID-19 has worsened the global situation and has produced devastating

impacts. However, the same report acknowledges that only the initial impact of COVID-19 on specific goals and targets

can be measured due to difficulties in conducting surveys and statistics.

From this situation, Nerini et al. have investigated how the COVID-19 crisis impacts the 169 targets of the SDGs. The

results of this study show that “the pandemic negatively affects the achievement of 144 targets (almost 90%) of the SDGs.

However, 66 targets (ca. 40%) could potentially benefit from the changes spurred by the crisis, given that the appropriate

decisions are made” (p. 2)

Regarding the negative effects, COVID-19 has severe cascading impacts that affects SDGs related to health, wellbeing,

poverty, education, vulnerable and marginalized groups, employment, economic growth, equity, justice, and some issues

related to environmental targets. In the case of targets that could potentially benefit from the current situation, the results

of this study agree that reduction of economic activity and mobility can positively affect SDGs related to pollution,

emissions, ecosystem restoration and present and opportunity “to rethink sustainability and resilience of food, water and

energy supply chains (SDG 2, 6 and 7)” (p. 5). However, these opportunities depend on short and medium-term decisions

that may potentially push actions to consolidates the benefits. What is clear is that the post-pandemic scenario is open,

and depending on decisions at a global and local level, the world could either take the opportunities presented by the

crisis or get further away from achieving the SDGs .

Debates on the Post-Pandemic Scenario at the Global Level

The analyses carried out in the previous section show a strong dichotomy between optimistic and pessimistic discourses.

However, when analyzing the debates about the post-pandemic future, the different proposals could be grouped and

synthesized between three great horizons: the return to “business as usual”, a managed transition, and a paradigm shift.
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The return to “business as usual” is aligned with less optimistic views that consider that the size of the economic crisis will

drive, with some minor adjustments, the search for market recovery and rapid economic growth . The strongest

argument of these views considers that as the pandemic spreads and the economic crisis advances, countries will favor

solutions that prioritize short-term economic gain. It is also true that the economy has been hit hard, and to promote a

rapid recovery, it is logical to resort to the classic and familiar instruments. The blind spot is the evolution of social

reactions and changes in pursuit of sustainable development, but if civil society is weaker in the post-COVID-19 period,

this scenario will be more likely.

Taking advantage of the opportunities generated by the pandemic to advance towards sustainable development will

require that the critical voices and social demands that have arisen be consolidated in the post-pandemic period. If this

happens, two types of scenarios could emerge: a paradigm shift associated with a chaotic situation, or the start of a

planned transition.

In the first case, the COVID-19 outbreak could be the global catastrophic event that generates the collapse of the global

economic order. This would mean putting the environmental and climate crisis at the center and making the necessary

changes to promote true sustainability transformations . A paradigm shift, thus understood is based on a total rethinking

of natural resource management, animal-based food production, supply chains, and the relationship of societies with the

environment in general. The most radical views understand that we need a permanent shift to a sustainable society based

on a new version of glocalization, otherwise, we will not have long left on this planet as a species . In favor of these

discourses are the first positive ecological reactions and the concern of civil society. The fear of repeating an experience

such as the coronavirus could lead to the drastic measures that we have not been able to adopt so far. However, this

scenario seems the most difficult to carry out, not only because of the magnitude of the necessary change but also

because of the record of many adverse effects that the pandemic has had in the search for sustainable development.

However, the coronavirus pandemic could also generate a planned transition, a managed transition or a managed

degrowth. In this case, COVID-19 could act as a starting point to change some behaviors relative to the business-as-usual

system. This intermediate position is those with the greatest presence in the analyzed literature and is based on the

consolidation of a “Green New Deal”  centered on sustainable consumption, reduction of the economy in scale,

promotion of the circular material economy  and supported by the “Green Economy” and “Blue Economy” 

. Considering the profound implications of a paradigm shift, thinking about a gradual process of change seems more

likely in the short and medium term.

However, at least two major questions arise in this possible scenario: how would this potential transition process take

place? How would it manifest itself in the different regions of the world? The issues associated with the first question is

whether this transition process would lead to a change that really solves the problems of the present. This is probably the

weakest point of this type of proposal.

The second question is related to how the new geopolitical map and the power relations between the different countries

and regions will be shaped. This could be a strong determinant of the real possibilities of promoting a change in the

system that spreads globally.

Therefore, think about a post-pandemic scenario at the global level. It would also imply making certain considerations

regarding the geopolitical scenario and the reconfiguration of the world order. If the scheme of centralities and peripheries

and the assignment of roles for the functioning of the capitalist system remains, this does not seem viable.

To imagine the post-pandemic period, it is necessary to consider the differences that may arise in different regions of the

world. The pandemic will impact more crudely in the less favored regions not only economically, but also from their socio-

political stability . Undoubtedly, the starting point will be different. If we think about the importance that society’s

relationship with nature is going to have, it is questionable how those regions so dependent on the exploitation of their

natural resources will be able to face the challenges. For all these reasons, the case of Latin America requires special

attention.

2.2. Impacts of COVID-19 in Latin America

The impacts on health of COVID-19 in Latin America have been closely related to what happened in other regions of the

world. The reactions of the nation states also followed a global trend: more or less strict quarantines, social distancing

measures, reduction of economic and social activity; and intervention and support measures to mitigate the economic

effects.
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The lockdown had a significant impact on the economy and the region—like the rest of the world—will have to propose

strategies for economic recovery. According to the regional director for UNDP, it is estimated that more than 30 million

people may fall into poverty . The ECLAC forecasts an average drop of 9.1% in gross product for the countries of the

region and a 25% drop in the price of raw materials, something that will undoubtedly strongly affect economies of all

countries .

The effects of the pandemic have been catastrophic for the region. Economies and labor markets have suffered the

largest contraction in the last 100 years with a total loss of about 85 million jobs (47 million in the second quarter alone)

. This means that recovery will be slow and it will take several years to regain pre-pandemic levels. It will also mean

that states will have to make great efforts to incentivize investment and promote employment.

From an ecological point of view, Latin America is experiencing both positive and negative effects. As has happened in

other parts of the world, the lockdown has led to a decrease in emissions, pollution and an improvement in air quality. This

effect has been visible in all the capitals and large cities of the region. However, with the progressive economic

reactivation these positive effects began to diminish .

On the other hand, some environmental problems have worsened. The COVID-19 lockdown was an opportunity for those

behind the illegal fires. The first documents produced by the UNDP show that deforestation processes are increasing in

many countries due to the redirection of funds and resources  .

A report by Open Democracy  revealed a 64% increase in deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon in April and a 200%

increase in forest fires in the region. The National Institute for Space Research (Inpe) recorded 17,326 fires in the

Brazilian Amazon, compared to 7855 in October 2019, an increase of 121% . In the Colombian Amazon, there was an

increase in fire sources of 276%, representing a loss of 75 thousand hectares. In addition, the authorities have denounced

that armed groups have forced officials from the Natural Parks of Colombia to abandon 10 parks in the Amazon area .

The case of Argentina has also been striking, where by August 2020 there were an estimated 175 thousand hectares of

forests and wetlands under fire. Beyond some climatic factors such as droughts, rising temperatures and strong winds,

environmental organizations and the Nation’s Minister of the Environment himself denounced the intentionality of most of

the fire sources .

Regarding the possibilities of advancing towards sustainable development, the impacts of COVID-19 in the medium term

reinforce a trend of delay in the region in the sustainability agenda. The Center for Sustainable Development Goals for

Latin America and the Caribbean recently presented the indices of the first performance evaluation for the period 2015–

2019 and progress is below expectations . Only Chile, Uruguay and Trinidad and Tobago have been able to achieve

the fulfillment of any of the objectives, but in general terms, there are very significant delays.

The same center presented a first analysis of the possible impacts of the pandemic on the scope of the SDGs for the

region. Although it is too early to reach definitive conclusions, what emerges from the analysis is that, in the short term,

COVID-19 will have a negative effect. When making projections on the evolution of each objective, a decline is expected

in 61 of the 96 indicators considered .

Although these data reflect that Latin America follows a global trend, the impacts and consequences of COVID-19 appear

to be more profound. Projections warn that the region will experience a crisis unprecedented in its modern history. This

will generate important environmental impacts associated with cuts in the environmental area and the difficulty of

complying with legal frameworks for environmental protection due to economic losses .

The truth is that this coronavirus has deepened a historical territorial and environmental problem in the region that is

largely explained by a deregulated advance of the productive system and the primacy of the interests of capital over the

needs of environmental systems . A book recently published by ECLAC warns that Latin America is on the

brink of an environmental tragedy caused by the adoption of an economic model based on the opening of regional

economies that consolidated the role of all countries as suppliers of raw materials for globalized value chains 

At the beginning of this century, the Chinese leadership led to the boom of commodities in a new geopolitical order based

on environmental relations with a very clear subordinate role for Latin America . The high prices that the raw

material acquired in the world market intensified certain practices and deepened the existing matrix. In addition, the

deepening of this model has been accompanied by using violence, an increase in inequality, processes of exile and

dispossession and socio-environmental conflicts of the most diverse nature.

[43]

[44]

[45]

[46]

[46]

[47]

[48]

[49]

[50]

[51]

[52]

[53]

[54][55][56][57][58]

[59]

[60][61][62]



These problems, along with the questions about the true possibilities of generating a reduction in poverty and better living

conditions from this type of development model, have been arduously discussed in Latin America under the meanings of

extractivism or neo-extractivism .

The questions to the extractivist model and the resulting environmental crisis are fundamental, considering the challenges

posed for the post-pandemic period. It is necessary to ask how Latin America could meet the forecasts of the optimistic

visions that encourage a radical change of model, especially because of the difficulty of combining the prevailing models

with the commitments signed by Latin American countries in the search for sustainable development.

3. Discussion of Post Pandemic Scenarios in the Context of Latin America

Based on the analysis of the previous section, it becomes necessary to ask which of the possible scenarios that are

predicted globally will be the most likely for the Latin American context. Although it is too early to venture certain future

scenarios, there is a chance that the coronavirus pandemic will put nature at the forefront of the global geopolitical

discussion .

This means that. for the context of Latin America, the questions will be raised again around the management of natural

resources. Hence, the possibility of promoting a paradigm shift for the region would imply abandoning the extractivist

model or generating a significant restructuring. Another factor that undermines the possibilities of generating a radical

change is the role of nation states. We have seen how, from COVID-19, states have gained prominence around the world

and it is expected that the recovery after the pandemic will take place hand in hand with a strong role and state

interventionism. The problem with the latest wave of the extractive boom in Latin America is that governments have been

facilitators and promoters of the extractivist model that have had a high environmental impact, and that today are at the

center of criticism of the sustainable development discourse . Thinking about recovery, the main question will

undoubtedly be placed on how states can be drivers of sustainability transformations when they are so involved in a

model that has given ample evidence of heading in the opposite direction.

Some movements are already beginning to be observed and do not exactly support the theory of the change of model by

the political spheres. There has been no decrease in livestock farms and a large part of the registered fire outbreaks

respond to the intention of expanding productive frontiers.

A witness case may be that of Argentina, which at the peak of the pandemic was about to close an agreement with China

to double the intensive production of pigs with an investment of $ 3.5 billion dollars for the next four years. The rejection of

civil society due to the high environmental impact and the potential focus of future pandemics of the project prompted

some modifications in response to environmental issues. However, social pressure was not enough to stop the project .

Analyzed data on the economic impact of the pandemic agree that the region faces an unprecedented crisis in modern

history. For many Latin American countries, short-term emergencies will promote a trend continuity of the current model.

These data encourage the voices of those who consider that business as usual is the most likely scenario.

How the new world order is reconfigured and the role of China will be central to the future of Latin America. The

aforementioned example from Argentina shows that as long as extractive activities present high returns, this model will

continue to be used. If the relationship between central and peripheral countries is not reconfigured in terms of greater

equality and solidarity, it is unlikely that less favored regions such as Latin America will be able to establish a system

change .

In Svampa’s vision of a post-coronavirus world:

“The solution is global and requires a radical reformulation of North-South relations, within the framework of democratic

multilateralism, which aims at the creation of national states in which the social, the environmental and the economic are

interconnected and at the center of the agenda” (p.1).

If this is not the case, it is difficult for Latin American states to abandon a matrix so dependent on the exploitation of

natural resources. Furthermore, if there is no mechanism for economic solidarity, the countries of the region will not have

the necessary resources to face a change in the economic model. According to the views of the post-pandemic at the

global level, the future scenario that gathers the most consensus is that of a managed transition. For Latin America, the

existence of this type of mechanism is also necessary to initiate a transition.

In this sense, the pandemic has given rise to certain signals that previously seemed unthinkable or were part of

philosophical debates that touched the plane of utopia. The World Bank has already made 160 billion dollars available for

low-income countries for the pandemic response  and the UN has called for a 2.5 trillion coronavirus package for
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developing countries ].

On the other hand, different sectors are seriously promoting the possibility of establishing a universal income. Although

this proposal is not new, the blows of the pandemic have put it at the forefront like never before. In fact, the United Nations

Development Program proposed to apply this income temporarily to some 2700 million inhabitants around the world ,

and countries such as Germany have begun the first tests to study its effects on the behavioral practices of the population

and establish its viability . This type of initiative would allow many Latin American countries to meet the basic needs of

the population and resolve the most urgent demands to concentrate their efforts on building development models

supported by sustainability transformations. Similar situations will be necessary in other disadvantaged regions of the

world. The post-pandemic recovery will present similar difficulties in most of Africa, in India, or in countries undergoing war

situations or great conflict in the Middle East such as Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, among others .

Due to the recognized magnitude of the economic crisis and the socioeconomic structural problems, the consolidation of

this type of mechanism is essential to initiate a managed transition.

If that is not the case, generating a fundamental change would imply a kind of social revolt that forces the political power

to change course. Until recently, thinking about social revolutions or profound transformations seemed unlikely. However,

a variety of events unleashed during 2019 and 2020 suggests that it would not be something so far-fetched.

The events that occurred in Chile, Ecuador and Bolivia during the past year have lit alarm lights for the entire political and

economic system of Latin America. Claims against increases in fuel (Ecuador) or in the price of public transport rates

(Chile) are frequent in most countries. What is not so common is that protests of this type acquire the level of convocation,

the prolongation for months and the degree of violence that they had in these cases.

It is interesting to note that the reasons that triggered the conflicts were linked to problems common to most of countries.

This is the main reason that indicates that there is generalized fragility and that similar situations could occur in the rest of

the region. In relation to the challenge of promoting sustainability transformations, these facts are proof of the difficulties

that the region has had to promote inclusive development models that are representative of the needs of society. They are

also proof of nonconformity and a situation of exhaustion with governments and the political system, beyond the specific

reasons for the protests.

In fact, the protests that began in Chile in 2019 ended up favoring a referendum for a new Constitution in October 2020.

The referendum was approved and a process began to repeal the Chilean Political Constitution approved in 1980 during

the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet.

Social and political instability in the region continues. As this article is being written, a political crisis is unfolding in Peru.

On 9 November 2020, the Peruvian Congress approved a motion to remove President Martín Vizcarra, an action

denounced as a “coup” by the government. The arrival of Manuel Merino to the Presidency was received with strong

protests in several cities of the country, not in support of the dismissed Vizcarra, but against the maneuvers of Congress.

Merino had to resign because of the death of several protesters and Francisco Sagasti took office, becoming the third

president in 8 days .

These are examples of the renewed momentum that social protests have acquired in Latin America. The possibility of

promoting a paradigm shift may be associated with this type of background, in view of the pressure that has been exerted

to mobilize structural changes.

Certainly, the post-pandemic outlook for Latin America will have some differential characteristics from global trends. The

circumstances behind the three scenarios that are debated globally are different. The constant economic crises, the high

dependence on the extractivist model and the socio-political conflicts are conditioning factors. The most likely scenario

seems to be a return to “business as usual”, but there are movements and situations on a global and local scale that could

lead to a change in trend.
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