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In fact, Argentina, Chile and Uruguay together account for 52% of apparent energy 

consumption in the region. The explanation for this can probably be found in the industrial and 

commercial history of these countries. 

 

On comparing the levels of transition of Latin American countries in 1925 with some model 

countries the conclusion is clear: that the substitution of coal for petroleum occurred very early 

in Latin America (in time and in relation to GDP levels), compared to what occurred in 

industrialised countries. Arranged in order of proportion of coal out of all fossil fuels, the USA – 

the industrialised country which made the transition earliest, and therefore where petroleum 

features most – is to the left of Brazil, which is the Latin American country with the highest 

proportion of coal consumption out of all the fossil fuels. In other words, what these figures 

suggest is that in all Latin American countries, without exception, the energy transition occurred 

either prior to industrialised countries or more rapidly. Remarkable cases include the Dominican 

Republic, Nicaragua, Ecuador, Colombia, Haiti, Costa Rica, El Salvador and Guatemala where, it 

appears, the energy transition had already run its course in 1925. 

 

Graph 18. Energy transition in 1925 (Latin America and Model countries) 

Note: The data for the six model countries are taken from Darmstadter et al. (1973) 

 

In order to corroborate this initial interpretation, it is necessary to complement the information 

provided by this data sample with long series which we provide for eleven countries (see graphs 

19 to 29). By regarding the transition in the long term, one can determine whether the data for 

1925 represents a trend or, instead, is an exception. In addition, it is only by taking a long term 

perspective that we can determine whether the value for 1925, if this was indeed a normal 

year, is part of a short-term or long-term process.  
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The first thing that these data show is that, although in all cases the energy transition is 

confirmed, neither the American nor the European cases provide us with models with which to 

interpret Latin American cases. They differ in terms of the path of the transition, which 

oscillated much more in Latin American cases. They also diverge in terms of chronology, with 

Latin American transitions occurring much earlier. Also, the speed of the process varies a lot in 

Latin American cases. The group of Latin American countries offers not one, but five models of 

transition. 

 

Graphs 19 to 29 (at the end of the paper) 

Energy transition in eleven Latin American countries, 1890-1950s 

 

Graph 19. Argentina 

Graph 20. Brazil 

Graph 21. Costa Rica 

Graph 22. Cuba 

Graph 23. Chile 

Graph 24. Uruguay 

Graph 25. Haiti 

Graph 26. Nicaragua 

Graph 27. Dominican Republic 

Graph 28. Honduras 

Graph 29. El Salvador 

 

 

In the first place, there are the cases of Brazil and Argentina, which most resemble the classic 

model: a relatively long and clear transition. Nevertheless, both cases are remarkable in terms 

of one important issue: chronology. In the USA and Europe, petroleum exceeds coal as from 

1950, whereas in Brazil (the Latin American country where this happens latest) petroleum 

overtakes coal as from 1940. In the remainder of countries in the region, the primacy of 

petroleum occurs in the twenties, that is, thirty or forty years previously. In the case of 

Argentina, there is another striking difference, shared by most countries in the region. Within 

28 years, coal fell from a quota of 93.7% to 10.8%. In the USA this same transformation took 

more than 70 years. Costa Rica is practically a model of its own. The transition in this country 

oscillated moderately, as in most cases, but it was surprisingly fast: the transition occurred in 

barely five years. In 1914 coal accounted for 96% of the consumption of fossil fuels, in 1919 it 

had decreased irreversibly to 5.5%. Cuba is a similar case to Costa Rica. In this country, the 

energy transition also took place abruptly, but in two phases: there was a marked change 

between 1919 and 1922 followed by a period of 16 years of relative stability, and then a second 

and definitive phase when coal fell as from 1939. We can identify a fourth model made up of a 
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Appendix. Table 2. 
Apparent fossil energy consumption for 1925, various alternative estimates 

 Old and new estimates of energy consumption of fossil fuels per capita for Latin America in 1925 (tones 
of oil equivalent per 1,000 habitants) 

 

  ECLAa 
  

ECLAb  
  

Darmstadter  et al  New estimates 

 
Total fossil 

energy 
Petroleum Coal 

Total 
fossil 

energy 
Petroleum Coal 

Total 
fossil 

energy 
Petroleum Coal 

Total 
fossil 

energy 
Petroleum Coal 

Total 
fossil 

energy 
            domestic sources foreign sources 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) 

Latin American Republics 

Argentina 341.4 93.8 180.9 274.7 166.0 191.0 257.0 151.2 181.8 333.0 145.1 182.0 327.1 

Bolivia     10.0 5.0 1.5 9.7 4.7 14.4 3.0 0.2 3.2 

Brazil 65.0    19.0 51.0 70.0 16.7 44.8 61.4 15.8 51.4 67.1 

Chile 515.0 223.5 246.0 469.5 228.0 219.0 447.0 220.1 269.6 489.7 201.9 261. 463.8 

Colombia     24.0 11.00 35.0 21.6 0.3 21.9 21.9 0.3 22.2 

Costa Rica  95.6 0.17 97.3    92.8 1.2 94.0 79.5 0.1 79.6 

Cuba     392.0 136.0 528.0 378.7 130.5 509.2 346.4 137.0 484.0 

Dominican R.        40.0 6.2 46.2 35.3 6.10 41.4 

Ecuador     19.0 -- 19.0 20.2 0.50 20.7 16.9 0.40 17.4 

El Salvador  16.9 0.10 17.0    17.3 0.08 17.4 9.1 0.10 9.1 

Guatemala  30.4 - 30.4    45.2 0.12 45.3 33.8 1.50 35.3 

Haiti  2.2 0.04 2.2    3.2 0.05 3.2 2.1 0.00 2.1 

Honduras           122.3 1.5 123.9 

Mexico 192.0 72.1 54.2 126.3 240.0 70.0 310.0 122.3 66.5 188.8 159.8 68.5 227.9 

Nicaragua        22.2 2.7 24.9 17.1 2.5 19.6 

Panama           1,731.7 466.0 2,197.9 

Paraguay           0.03 0.20 0.05 

Peru     54.0 18.0 72.0 60.2 18.5 78.7 59.7 17.4 77.1 

Uruguay     136.0 153.0 289.0 144.0 150.4 294.4 107.6 179.0  287.2 

Venezuela        10.5 10.9 21.4 13.9 10.8 24.7 

Rubio, M.d.M, Yañez, C., Folchi, M. and Carreras, A. "Energy as an indicator of modernization in 
Latin America, 1890-1925, Economic History Review (forthcoming) 
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Gráficos 19 al 29 
Transición energética en once países latinoamericanos, 1890-1950s 

Gráfico 19. Argentina Gráfico 20.  Brasil Gráfico 21. Costa Rica 
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Gráfico 22. Cuba 

 
Gráfico 23. Chile 

 
Gráfico 24. Uruguay 
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Gráfico 25. Haití Gráfico 26. Nicaragua Gráfico 27. República Dominicana 
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Gráfico 28. Honduras 
 

Gráfico 29. El Salvador 
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