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Executive perspective
The debt crisis that broke into the open in 1982 posed two different questions: how could the next payment be 
made, and how could the underlying obligation become sustainable? The initial response concentrated on the 
first. Official bridge support, bank coordination, and rescheduling prevented an immediate financing breakdown 
from becoming an uncontrolled international banking collapse. They did not establish that borrowing countries 
could recover while continuing to carry the full economic burden of their debts. [2–4]

This chapter follows the consequences of that distinction through 1994. It continues Credit Across Borders, 
which explained how floating currencies, offshore banking, and syndicated lending carried risk into the 1982 
emergency. Here the focus moves from the creation of claims to the allocation of losses. The central argument is 
that a successful restructuring changes both the payment contract and the conditions under which the borrower 
can generate future resources. Financial engineering can support that process; it cannot substitute for it. [1]

The transition from the Baker initiative of 1985 to the Brady approach announced in March 1989 changed the 
policy emphasis. Additional financing and growth remained important, but negotiated reductions in debt or debt 
service became an explicit part of the solution. An exchange could acknowledge that the original contractual 
promise exceeded a realistic recovery, while offering creditors greater protection and a more readily transferable 
asset. [6, 9]

Three propositions organize the analysis. First, postponing principal is different from reducing its economic 
value: a maturity extension can provide enormous immediate cash relief without lowering present value at the 
chosen discount rate. Second, creditor protection has a resource cost. Collateral purchased with reserves or new 
official borrowing must be included in the transaction’s funding plan. Third, normalizing relations with 
commercial creditors is an intermediate achievement. Investment, public services, employment, monetary 
stability, and resilience to another reversal require separate evaluation.

Mexico, Brazil, and Argentina illuminate different sequences rather than a single regional formula. Their 
restructuring dates, policy institutions, export exposures, and domestic constraints were not interchangeable. 
Comparing them clarifies why a common menu of financial instruments could produce different opportunities 
and leave different vulnerabilities.

The worked $100 million example demonstrates these distinctions transparently. It compares a maturity 
extension, a lower-coupon par instrument, and a principal-reducing exchange. Its assumptions are hypothetical, 
its calculations reproducible, and its results deliberately separated from the historical terms of any country’s 
transaction.

THE GOVERNING QUESTION

Whose balance sheet improves when a debt crisis is resolved—and what must improve in the borrowing 
economy for that resolution to last?
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Scope, evidence, and reading guide
This is a historical and analytical study of the 1982–1994 transition from emergency bank lending arrangements 
to debt reduction and tradable sovereign obligations. It is designed to stand alone and to follow Credit Across 
Borders in the Weitl Enterprises Historical Credit Series. Earlier monetary arrangements remain relevant 
background; the immediate subject is the relationship among repayment capacity, creditor incentives, official 
intervention, and domestic adjustment. [1]

Contemporary Federal Open Market Committee transcripts anchor the discussion of policy uncertainty. They 
record proposals, objections, and information available to US officials at particular meetings. They do not 
establish that every proposed loan was disbursed, that every forecast proved correct, or that US institutions 
possessed a complete view of borrowing countries. Later institutional accounts are identified as retrospective 
interpretations. Argentina’s original 1991 convertibility law is used for its historical provisions, not as a 
statement of present law. [2, 3, 6, 8, 11, 12]

The financial analysis uses elementary cash-flow identities and explicit scenarios. These are the author’s 
analytical constructions, not estimates of realized national welfare, creditor losses, or historical bond prices. The 
chapter does not infer causation from the fact that reforms, exchanges, and capital inflows occurred near one 
another. Nor does it treat a change in market price as a direct measure of the effect on workers or households.

Sections Focus Central question

1–5 Emergency support and adjustment Who gained time, and who bore its cost?

6–9 Baker, banks, and the Brady shift What made a different agreement possible?

10–12 $100 million worked example How do cash relief, value, and collateral differ?

13–20 Country sequences and the market transition What changed, and what remained unresolved?
Table 1. Reading guide. Section references remain valid when this paper is incorporated into a book.

The term “lost decade” identifies a prolonged regional development setback; it does not imply identical 
outcomes in every country or year. “External debt” can include public and private obligations. A commercial-
bank exchange covers a defined eligible pool and must not be confused with cancellation of all national external 
debt. Announcement, agreement, and settlement dates also differ; the country comparison states which dates it 
uses.

Supporting diagrams and charts are original analytical illustrations. The cover is newly generated, symbolic 
WPA-inspired artwork rather than an archival image. No third-party photograph or borrowed chart is 
reproduced. Citations identify the evidence behind historical statements; source notes explain perspective and 
limitations. Publication DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.22684125.
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1. When the emergency became a regime
The international response in 1982 was constructed under immediate pressure. Mexico needed usable foreign 
exchange, commercial banks faced the consequences of a major borrower’s inability to maintain normal 
payments, and official institutions had to coordinate support before a longer agreement could be completed. The 
August FOMC discussion shows how closely bridge finance, anticipated IMF resources, bank participation, and 
rollover were connected. The authorities were not simply filling one isolated cash gap. They were trying to 
prevent the withdrawal of each participant from defeating the commitments of the others. [2]

That coordination problem made delay valuable. If creditors all demanded repayment at once, the borrower could 
not obtain the dollars needed to satisfy them. A temporary standstill or extension could preserve a going concern 
whose productive assets still had value. Trade finance and essential imports might continue; negotiations could 
proceed with more information; banks could avoid the disruption of an abrupt recognition of losses across large 
portfolios.

Yet the usefulness of an emergency intervention did not settle the case for repeating it. A bridge is justified 
partly by what lies at its far end. If the expected refinancing or export recovery does not arrive, another bridge 
may become necessary. The sequence can gradually change from financing a transition to financing the 
persistence of an unresolved condition. Each additional agreement then needs a fresh explanation of how the 
ultimate payment burden will become manageable.

Time had different meanings for different participants

For a finance ministry, time could preserve imports and keep public operations functioning. For a bank, it could 
allow retained earnings, capital raising, or provisions to make eventual losses less threatening. For a household, 
the same interval could mean prolonged unemployment, reduced purchasing power, or interrupted access to 
services. These effects are not mutually exclusive. A policy can protect the financial system and impose a costly 
adjustment on citizens at the same time.

The December 1982 FOMC record already contains attention to political and social constraints, alongside 
discussion of financing arrangements and external shocks. This matters because it contradicts a simple 
chronology in which officials first discovered the human consequences only after years of rescheduling. The 
harder question was how those consequences should alter the allocation of financing and losses. Awareness did 
not automatically produce an agreement about responsibility. [3]

The historical significance of 1982 therefore extends beyond the first rescue. It established a recurring 
negotiation among debtors, banks, and official lenders. As the decade continued, the adequacy of that negotiation 
could be judged only by whether it improved the borrower’s capacity to function without another emergency 
package. Continued payment was evidence of a financing arrangement; it was not sufficient evidence of 
recovery.
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2. Three constraints behind one payment problem
A missed payment can arise from several conditions that require different remedies. A borrower may possess 
adequate long-run resources but lack cash on a particular date. It may face a debt burden whose promised 
payments exceed plausible future resources. Or its government may be able to collect domestic currency while 
the economy cannot supply enough transferable foreign exchange. These conditions can overlap. Treating them 
as one generic shortage encourages a remedy that appears effective on one balance sheet while leaving another 
constraint intact.

Liquidity is a timing problem. A short extension can be helpful when export receipts or committed financing are 
arriving later than a payment date. Solvency is a relationship between obligations and a realistic stream of future 
resources. If the required payments remain implausible after reasonable adjustments, further lending can enlarge 
the eventual problem. The transfer constraint concerns the ability to obtain the currency of payment. A domestic 
tax surplus does not itself manufacture dollars.

Consider a public project that improves health or transport but does not earn foreign currency directly. Its social 
value can be substantial. Its external debt service must nevertheless be financed through exports, other external 
receipts, reserve use, or new foreign borrowing. The distinction does not imply that only export projects deserve 
financing. It means that appraisal must connect the benefits of a project to the institutions and external flows 
needed to support its obligations.

Why apparent improvements can mislead

A trade balance can improve because exports expand or because imports collapse. Both changes may release 
foreign exchange, but their implications for future production differ. Cutting imports of machinery, intermediate 
inputs, or maintenance equipment can reduce output and weaken later export capacity. The short-run external 
account improves while the productive base deteriorates. A sound evaluation therefore asks how the 
improvement was obtained.

Likewise, a government can raise its measured primary surplus by postponing maintenance or accumulating 
unpaid domestic bills. The first choice transfers costs into the future; the second shifts a financing burden to 
suppliers. Neither can be assessed solely by observing that the foreign creditor was paid. Public accounts, 
enterprise accounts, and household conditions are connected through the same adjustment process.

The initial rescue debate concentrated on financing needs because those needs were urgent and visible in 
payment schedules. The broader constraints were harder to measure and more politically disputed. Contemporary 
discussions about Mexico’s prospective financing illustrate the difficulty of distinguishing fresh resources from 
refinancing existing claims. [13]

The practical implication is analytical discipline: identify the cash date, identify the currency, and identify the 
sustainable source of repayment. If one of those questions remains unanswered, a successful rescheduling should 
be described as additional time to resolve it. It should not be reported as proof that the underlying debt has 
become sound.
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3. The bargain inside repeated rescheduling
Rescheduling coordinated parties whose interests had begun to diverge. A debtor wanted lower immediate 
payments and room to restore production. Existing creditors wanted to preserve recoveries. Official institutions 
wanted continued adjustment and protection against wider instability. An agreement could temporarily align 
those goals if banks maintained exposure, public institutions supplied support, and the borrower implemented a 
program that made future payments more credible. [2]

Figure 1. The rescheduling bargain. Original conceptual diagram based on the coordination problem discussed in [2, 3]. Arrows describe 
commitments and dependencies, not measured transfers or universal contractual requirements.

The weakness lay in the incentive to benefit from other participants’ commitments. A bank might prefer to 
reduce its own exposure while others supplied the new funds that kept debt service flowing. A government might 
prefer additional financing before adopting politically difficult measures. Official lenders could face pressure to 
proceed because withholding support might make an already fragile situation worse.

The identity of the borrower also mattered. A sovereign government is not a firm whose entire productive base 
can be liquidated and distributed to creditors. The practical bargaining process concerns future taxation, 
expenditure, external transfers, and political capacity. Its consequences reach people who never signed the loan 
agreement. The absence of a simple corporate-style resolution procedure makes cooperation more important, 
while making disagreement about an acceptable recovery harder to settle.

Repeated agreements can produce learning: information improves, institutions adapt, and repayment schedules 
become more realistic. They can also produce exhaustion. The analytical test is whether successive rounds 
reduce dependence on the next round. If a package requires optimistic assumptions about both growth and 
voluntary bank lending, its apparent financing completeness may conceal a fragile common premise.
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4. The economic price of adjustment
Adjustment is often described through aggregate quantities: fiscal deficits, imports, credit growth, and debt 
service. Those quantities are outcomes of decisions affecting wages, employment, consumption, investment, and 
public provision. A fiscal reduction can fall on an inefficient subsidy, a politically protected rent, a school 
budget, or essential maintenance. The same improvement in a headline balance can therefore carry very different 
economic and social costs.

Roger Ferguson’s later Federal Reserve account recognized the contraction of development priorities and 
weaknesses in employment and investment during the crisis, while emphasizing external shocks and domestic 
policy failures. His interpretation favored market-oriented reform. Read critically, it supplies both evidence of 
acknowledged damage and an example of how a policymaker interpreted its causes. It does not establish that 
every budget cut was necessary, appropriately designed, or fairly distributed. [5]

An external financing reversal requires some combination of new financing, reserve use, lower net payments, 
and changes in domestic expenditure relative to production. That accounting constraint is real. The distribution 
of the adjustment is a choice shaped by institutions and bargaining power. A reduction in creditors’ claims 
changes the amount that must be achieved through the other channels; it does not remove the need for a coherent 
fiscal and productive system.

Investment was both a buffer and a casualty

Public investment is often easier to postpone than wages, pensions, or contractual payments. Deferring it can 
produce a quick cash saving. But unfinished infrastructure and deteriorating maintenance can lower the return on 
private investment. The cost is not confined to the year in which expenditure was reduced. A lost cohort of 
training, a weakened supplier network, or an unreliable transport system can influence productive capacity long 
after a financial agreement is signed.

Inflation creates another distributional channel. People who can rapidly reprice contracts, hold foreign assets, or 
access indexed instruments may protect themselves better than those paid in fixed or slowly adjusted wages. A 
policy that stabilizes prices can therefore produce substantial social benefits. But disinflation’s design and 
financing still matter: monetary stability achieved alongside weak employment or diminished services does not 
settle the whole welfare question.

The chapter’s interpretation is that development capacity belongs inside the analysis of repayment, rather than 
appearing only as a humanitarian qualification at its end. A country needs firms capable of investing, workers 
capable of producing, and public institutions capable of collecting revenue and delivering services. Excessively 
optimistic debt-service targets can undermine precisely those conditions.

This is not a claim that every domestic expenditure should have been preserved. It is a claim that the quality and 
incidence of adjustment determine whether an apparent financial improvement can be sustained. Paying an 
external obligation by eroding future productive capacity can protect the current claim while weakening the next 
one.
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5. Political agency and the distribution of losses
Debtor countries did not enter the crisis with identical political institutions, and their citizens did not share one 
interest. Exporters, import-dependent firms, public employees, private borrowers, depositors, and holders of 
foreign assets faced different consequences from devaluation, credit restriction, inflation, and fiscal change. 
Describing “the country” as accepting a program can obscure the conflicts through which that acceptance was 
constructed.

Domestic governments retained agency, although external financing constraints narrowed their choices. They 
could protect some expenditures, tax different groups, change exchange arrangements, negotiate debt terms, or 
delay payments. Those choices involved trade-offs and political coalitions. Attributing all outcomes to foreign 
creditors erases domestic decisions; attributing them all to domestic errors erases the consequences of 
international interest rates, commodity shocks, and collective creditor withdrawal.

The late-1982 FOMC discussion is useful because participants explicitly considered differences among Mexico, 
Brazil, and Argentina. A decline in oil prices could reduce Mexico’s export receipts while improving Brazil’s 
oil-import bill. A policy judgment based on one country’s external structure could therefore be inappropriate for 
another. Their common exposure to dollar finance did not make their economies interchangeable. [3]

A payment contract is also a claim on policy space

When public resources are scarce, debt service competes with other uses of revenue and foreign exchange. A 
demand for a larger transfer abroad can imply higher taxation, lower domestic spending, additional borrowing, or 
reserve depletion. None of those mechanisms distributes its burden neutrally. The contractual claim becomes part 
of a political decision about whose income and services will adjust.

The difficulty is especially acute when current governments inherit obligations accumulated under earlier 
policies. Legal continuity does not imply that every current taxpayer benefited equally from the original 
borrowing. Nor does it mean that every creditor exercised the same diligence. A historical account must 
distinguish the enforceability of a claim from the fairness of the choices that created it and the prudence of 
insisting on its full payment.

Official institutions also faced competing constituencies. Supporting a debtor could protect creditor-country 
banks and exporters as well as the debtor’s economy. Concern about moral hazard could coexist with concern 
about contagion. These overlapping interests explain why policy was often framed as cooperation even when its 
distributional effects were contested.

A durable agreement therefore needed more than a mathematically feasible payment schedule. It needed a 
domestic coalition capable of sustaining the associated policies. Political feasibility should not become an excuse 
for avoiding difficult decisions. But excluding it from repayment analysis produces forecasts that depend on 
measures the state cannot credibly maintain. The result is another negotiation presented as an unexpected 
emergency.
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6. Baker and the promise of growth
US Treasury Secretary James A. Baker III’s 1985 initiative sought to reconnect the debt strategy to growth. Its 
central proposition was that additional financing, accompanied by policy changes, could help heavily indebted 
economies expand rather than continue adjusting primarily through compression. In the contemporary US 
discussion, this was also a proposition about trade: recovery in borrowing countries could support their demand 
for imports and therefore the exports of creditor countries. [6]

At the December 16–17, 1985 FOMC meeting, E. Gerald Corrigan considered the possibility that the initiative 
could finance substantial import growth over a three-year period. Emmett Rice questioned how quickly a 
significant effect could arrive, and Corrigan acknowledged that expecting much before the end of 1986 would be 
demanding. The exchange is valuable because it records an anticipated mechanism and an uncertain timetable, 
rather than an outcome subsequently attributed to the plan. [6, PDF pp. 39–40]

The economic logic was stronger than a strategy of indiscriminate contraction. A borrower needs access to 
productive inputs and investment if it is to grow into a debt burden. Restoring imports can be part of recovery 
rather than evidence of failure. But the financing logic remained difficult. Additional lending raises the stock of 
claims unless the new resources generate sufficient additional income or replace less favorable obligations.

The collective-action problem survived the change in emphasis

If each bank expected others to supply the finance, the aggregate commitment could fall short of the program’s 
needs. If a bank’s expected recovery was already limited by the debtor’s total capacity to pay, a new loan might 
look like an increase in exposure rather than an attractive investment. The policy’s success depended on 
coordinating decisions that might not be individually appealing on ordinary commercial terms.

Growth projections could also become a substitute for a decision about existing losses. A forecast that made the 
original debt appear serviceable was convenient for creditors reluctant to reduce claims and for governments 
reluctant to acknowledge the full scale of adjustment. Yet postponing recognition did not change the available 
resources by itself. The test was whether financing and policy actually improved investment, production, and 
transferable earnings.

Baker’s place in the trajectory is therefore best understood as a serious attempt to improve the growth content of 
the debt strategy while retaining substantial reliance on renewed lending. The later move toward explicit debt 
reduction did not invalidate the importance of growth. It recognized that growth and a realistic treatment of 
inherited claims could be complementary. A borrower might need both productive finance and a smaller burden 
against which the returns to that finance would be assessed.
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7. Bank balance sheets and the recognition of loss
Why could an agreement become more feasible late in the decade than at its beginning? Part of the answer lies 
on the creditor side. A bank with a thin capital cushion may resist recognizing a large loss because the immediate 
effect threatens its own viability. With stronger earnings, provisions, or new capital, it may become better able to 
exchange an impaired claim for an instrument reflecting a lower expected recovery.

Sims and Romero identify Citibank’s 1987 addition of $3.3 billion to loan-loss reserves as a prominent turning 
point. The provision exceeded 30 percent of its exposure to less-developed-country debt. This was an 
acknowledgment of impaired asset values on the bank’s accounts; it was not itself a cancellation of the 
borrower’s legal obligation. [4]

Event What changes What does not follow automatically

Provision Recognized expected impairment affects 
accounts The debtor’s contractual principal is not cancelled

Sale below face 
value A new owner pays the seller an agreed price The borrower does not receive new financing

Debt exchange Executed terms replace eligible obligations Other national debts do not disappear
Table 2. Three distinct events in a creditor’s accounts and contracts. Original analytical comparison; terminology is simplified and actual 
recognition depends on the applicable accounting framework.

The 1988 Basel capital accord belongs in this changing environment. It distinguished core capital from 
supplementary elements, treated provisions for identified losses differently from freely available general 
reserves, and warned that capital ratios alone could mislead. Asset quality and provisioning still mattered. The 
accord targeted an 8% capital ratio against risk-weighted assets by the end of 1992, including at least 4% core 
capital. The agreement supplied a common framework for internationally active banks, rather than proof that 
every bank had become equally resilient. [7, paragraphs 8, 12–21, 44]

The historical inference is limited but consequential. Time could make losses easier for banks to absorb even 
when it did not make the old claims more collectible. This helps explain a tension in the crisis strategy: delay 
might lower the immediate risk of a banking collapse while increasing the duration of the debtor’s adjustment. It 
should be evaluated against both effects.

Nor did one bank’s provision dictate another bank’s decision. Institutions differed in capital, tax treatment, 
earnings, exposures, and willingness to remain in international lending. A restructuring menu could 
accommodate some of those differences. The move toward debt reduction was therefore a negotiation among 
heterogeneous creditors, not a single moment when “the banks” reached one uniform assessment.
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8. Brady: changing the object of negotiation
US Treasury Secretary Nicholas F. Brady’s approach, announced in March 1989, made negotiated debt and debt-
service reduction central to the official strategy. The important change was not simply the introduction of another 
security. It was the willingness to construct an agreement around a reduced economic claim, supported by policy 
commitments and arrangements that could make the remaining obligation more acceptable to creditors. [4, 9]

The object of negotiation changed from “How can the original promise be kept current?” toward “What revised 
promise can the borrower sustain and creditors accept?” That change allowed several dimensions to move 
together: principal, interest, maturity, collateral, and the ability to transfer the claim. Different combinations 
could offer different creditors an acceptable recovery without requiring identical instruments.

This was not equivalent to unrestricted forgiveness. Official support and debtor resources were used to make 
exchanges workable; the borrower retained substantial obligations; creditors received new assets rather than 
merely surrendering claims. The central historical question is whether the resulting package improved both the 
probability of payment and the space for recovery enough to justify its costs.

Announcement was only the beginning

At the March 28, 1989 FOMC meeting, Governor Martha Seger cautioned that the debt problem remained 
unresolved despite the Brady initiative. Her observation belongs near the beginning of the story, not as a 
retrospective verdict. A policy announcement could change expectations, but negotiations, participation, 
financing, and implementation still lay ahead. [8, PDF p. 40]

A credible exchange also had to distinguish eligible debt from other obligations. Official creditors, domestic 
creditors, trade facilities, private-sector debts, and unpaid interest could raise different issues. Reducing one pool 
of bank loans did not erase the rest of the country’s balance sheet. The success of the exchange therefore 
depended partly on how it fit with the remaining financing plan.

The analytical rationale for debt reduction is that an unrealistic claim can discourage investment and keep both 
parties locked in repeated renegotiation. A smaller, more credible obligation may be worth more to a creditor 
than a larger promise with a low expected recovery. It can also leave the debtor with a stronger incentive and 
greater capacity to invest. This is a possibility, not an automatic result of lowering face value.

The Brady turn gave that possibility an institutional form. Its importance lies in joining loss recognition to a path 
back toward normal financing relationships. Its limits become visible when normalization is treated as the end of 
the adjustment process rather than a means of supporting further economic recovery.
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9. Inside a Brady exchange
Brady restructurings commonly offered par bonds with lower fixed coupons and discount bonds with reduced 
principal and floating interest. Dollar-denominated par and discount bonds generally used US Treasury zero-
coupon securities to secure principal at final maturity. Interest protection covered only a limited period, 
commonly 12–24 months. Other instruments and country-specific terms also existed. [9]

Figure 2. Simplified exchange architecture. Original diagram. Principal protection applies at final maturity; the interest reserve is limited. 
Neither feature makes all payments a US government obligation. Mechanics summarized from [9].

The diagram separates two flows that are easily confused. Exchanging an old loan for a new bond changes the 
creditor’s asset and the borrower’s liability. Acquiring collateral requires funding. That funding can come from 
available resources or from additional financing; it is not created by printing a new security. A complete 
evaluation must follow both flows.

Collateral changes the protection attached to a payment, while tradability changes how easily a creditor can sell 
its position. Neither creates the borrower’s future tax revenue or export earnings. A bondholder may still face 
sovereign nonpayment on unprotected amounts, price movements before maturity, and the possibility that market 
liquidity weakens just when it is most needed.

One label, several economic contracts

A par instrument can preserve face value while reducing the stream of interest payments. A principal-reducing 
instrument can lower the amount owed while leaving the borrower exposed to changes in the benchmark rate. 
The relative attraction of each depends on the assumed path of rates, the value of protection, and the creditor’s 
own constraints.

It is therefore misleading to rank an exchange by the face-value haircut alone. The following example makes that 
point with a common starting claim and fully specified cash flows. It deliberately isolates the contractual 
arithmetic before introducing collateral and financing costs.
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10. A $100 million claim: three paths
Assume a sovereign owes $100 million of principal at the end of year 1, plus $10 million of interest. At time zero 
it can exchange the claim for one of three instruments. All payments are annual, all figures are US$ millions, and 
there are no arrears, fees, taxes, or new-money commitments. Collateral is excluded on this page. These are 
teaching assumptions, not historical Mexican, Brazilian, or Argentine terms.

Measure Old claim Maturity only Par option Discount option

Principal 100.00 100.00 100.00 65.00

Annual rate 10% 10% 6% 10% assumed

Maturity (year) 1 30 30 30

Interest, year 1 10.00 10.00 6.00 6.50

Total due, year 1 110.00 10.00 6.00 6.50

Year-1 cash relief — 100.00 104.00 103.50

Face-value haircut — 0% 0% 35%

Table 3. Hypothetical contractual comparison. Each replacement matures at the end of year 30. The discount option’s 10% rate is held 
constant to represent one illustrative path for a floating-rate instrument; actual floating payments would change with the benchmark.

The maturity-only exchange removes the $100 million principal payment from year 1. Its immediate relief is 
large, even though the annual $10 million interest burden remains. The lower-coupon par option reduces annual 
interest to $6 million without cutting face value. The discount option cuts principal to $65 million and, under the 
assumed 10% rate path, produces annual interest of $6.5 million.

Notice that the par option provides slightly more annual cash relief than the discount option in this scenario. A 
zero face-value haircut does not mean zero economic concession. Conversely, a 35% reduction in principal does 
not reveal the entire value of the new stream of payments.

The year-1 comparisons are also unusually favorable because the old loan matures at the end of year 1. They 
should not be generalized to a portfolio whose principal was already spread across decades. The maturity profile 
of the original debt is part of the baseline, not a detail to be omitted when reporting the benefits of an exchange.

For the borrower, the next question is what happens after year 1. For the creditor, it is how much the promised 
future payments are worth today. The same cash-flow schedule can answer both questions, provided the analysis 
states its valuation assumptions.
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11. Cash relief and present value
Discounting converts dated payments into a value at a common starting point. For a constant annual coupon C, 
principal P, maturity n, and discount rate r, the calculation is PV = C × [1 − (1 + r) ⁿ] / r + P × (1 + r) ⁿ. The old ⁻ ⁻
claim’s value is 110 / (1 + r). Every comparison below values old and new obligations at the same rate and at 
time zero.

Figure 3. Present values of the hypothetical contractual payments at a common 10% annual discount rate. Original calculations. These are 
not observed bond prices, expected recoveries, or all-in debtor costs; collateral and default risk are excluded.

At 10%, the maturity-only option is worth $100 million, exactly the same as the original claim. Its considerable 
first-year relief produces no present-value reduction at this rate because the extended instrument continues 
paying a 10% coupon. The lower-coupon par option is worth $62.29 million; the discount option is worth $65.00 
million. Their reductions relative to the $100 million baseline are 37.71% and 35.00% respectively.

This example shows why “haircut” requires a definition. A face-value haircut compares principal amounts. A 
present-value haircut compares discounted payment streams. A loss relative to a bank’s accounting carrying 
value uses yet another baseline. These measures answer different questions and should not be substituted for one 
another.

The result is sensitive to r. At 6%, the original claim is worth $103.77 million and the maturity-only exchange 
$155.06 million: extending a coupon above the discount rate raises value. At 14%, their values are $96.49 
million and $71.99 million. The payment dates have not changed; the valuation convention has.

The point is not to choose the rate that makes an exchange look most generous. It is to disclose a defensible rate, 
show sensitivity, and distinguish promised payments from risk-adjusted market value. A traded price also 
reflects default expectations, collateral, liquidity, and investor requirements. The arithmetic here isolates the 
contractual concession so those additional effects can be evaluated separately.
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12. Collateral has a funding cost
Return to the par and discount options. Suppose the borrower buys a zero-coupon asset yielding 6% annually for 
30 years. An asset paying $100 million at maturity costs $17.41 million today; one paying $65 million costs 
$11.32 million. The discounting formula is P / 1.06³ . These amounts describe a hypothetical collateral purchase,⁰  
not the cost of an actual Brady transaction.

Now assume an interest reserve equal to one year’s initial coupon, held as cash with no earnings for this 
simplified funding illustration. It requires another $6.00 million for the par option or $6.50 million for the 
discount option. The resulting upfront funding needs are $23.41 million and $17.82 million, before fees and 
other transaction expenses.

Funding item Par option Discount option

Principal collateral at time zero 17.41 11.32

One-year interest reserve 6.00 6.50

Total upfront funding 23.41 17.82
Table 4. Hypothetical upfront collateral funding, US$ millions. The interest reserve is an assumed cash deposit; actual investment, 
replenishment, release, and use rules require the executed agreement. Funding needs are not automatically additional economic losses.

If reserves fund the purchase, freely usable liquidity falls while the government acquires an earmarked asset. If 
official borrowing funds it, the sovereign adds a liability with its own repayment schedule. Either route matters 
for the consolidated position. Reporting the bank-loan reduction while omitting the financing used to achieve it 
overstates the improvement.

There is also a double-counting trap. The present-value comparison on the previous page includes the bond’s 
principal payment. If collateral ultimately supplies that payment, an all-in debtor calculation must model the 
collateral outlay and its payoff together. Simply adding the entire collateral purchase to a payment stream that 
still charges the debtor for the same final principal can count one obligation twice. An interest reserve likewise 
represents prefunding or security, not necessarily a second coupon expense.

The proper procedure is to list each dated cash flow by payer and recipient, consolidate the sovereign’s assets 
and liabilities, and then value the net flows consistently. Resources locked away have an opportunity cost, and 
official loans require service. Neither can be assessed from the collateral’s future face value alone.

This completes the example’s central lesson: an exchange can offer genuine relief, yet the reported size of that 
relief depends on the baseline, the discount rate, and the treatment of the resources used to secure it.
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13. Mexico: from emergency to an exchange
Mexico connects the two chapters of this history. In 1982 its financing needs exposed the dependence of 
international lending on continued bank participation. By 1989–1990 it became the first Brady restructuring. The 
chronology matters: negotiations and policy announcements preceded the exchange’s implementation. The IMF 
restructuring database records Mexico’s commercial Brady deal in February 1990; EMTA describes the broader 
episode as 1989–1990. These are different ways of dating stages of the same process. [2, 9, 10]

Mexico’s prominence made the agreement a demonstration of whether the new approach could move beyond a 
statement of principle. But demonstration value should not be confused with a universal template. Its external 
structure, creditor relationships, and connection to the United States differed from those of other debtors. The 
earlier FOMC record’s attention to oil receipts and bridge finance illustrates why country analysis could not be 
reduced to a single debt-to-output ratio. [3, 13]

What normalization changed

The exchange offered a route away from repeated negotiations over the same bank claims. A revised payment 
structure could make fiscal planning more credible, reduce uncertainty for firms considering investment, and 
improve the terms on which creditors assessed the country. Those are economically meaningful channels even if 
an exchange’s face-value reduction is smaller than a casual reader expects.

Yet each channel requires qualification. A more credible public payment schedule does not guarantee that private 
investment will be productive. A favorable market response does not establish that the exchange alone caused 
recovery. Lower near-term service can be offset by new borrowing or by weaknesses elsewhere in the public 
balance sheet. The relevant unit of evaluation is the financing strategy after the transaction, not the closing 
announcement in isolation.

By March 1994, FOMC members were discussing a proposed enlargement of arrangements with Mexico’s 
central bank in the setting of closer North American integration. Some emphasized Mexico’s improved standing 
and the risks that instability could spill across the border. Others questioned the purpose, governance, and 
previous use of such facilities. The discussion is striking because recognition of progress coexisted with 
continuing concern about contingent official support. [12]

Mexico therefore supports a qualified conclusion. The Brady exchange could help normalize legacy debt 
relations while leaving important questions about reserves, exchange management, new financing, and public 
commitments unresolved. It would be an error to judge the old bank-loan exchange as worthless because new 
vulnerabilities later emerged. It would be equally misleading to treat the exchange as having permanently solved 
the country’s external financing problem.

The historical achievement was a change in the terms and institutional form of a major inherited burden. The 
continuing task was to ensure that the next financing cycle did not recreate a different dependence on confidence 
and rollover.
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14. Brazil: a longer route to settlement
Brazil’s path demonstrates why a regional crisis did not produce a synchronized resolution. The IMF database 
records commercial restructurings in 1983, 1984, 1986, 1988, and 1992 before the April 1994 Brady deal. The 
sequence establishes the persistence of renegotiation; it does not by itself identify the motives behind each 
agreement or measure its economic success. [10, Appendix I]

The previous chapter contrasted Brazil’s oil-import exposure with Mexico’s oil-export dependence. That 
difference remained analytically important during adjustment. Lower oil prices could ease one component of 
Brazil’s external bill without eliminating dollar debt service or restoring voluntary lending. The FOMC’s 
December 1982 discussion recognized these differing effects. A favorable commodity movement could help a 
borrower and still be insufficient to resolve its financing constraint. [3]

An external agreement cannot stabilize every domestic contract

Brazil’s case invites a distinction between settling external claims and restoring the domestic conditions for 
durable finance. A country can negotiate a more manageable external schedule while still facing uncertainty 
about prices, public finance, and the institutions governing domestic contracts. Conversely, an improvement in 
domestic monetary arrangements does not automatically change the terms owed to foreign creditors. These tasks 
interact without being identical.

The long interval before Brazil’s exchange made the timing of relief especially significant. Any prospective 
benefit arrived after years during which firms and governments had already made decisions under uncertainty. 
An investment postponed repeatedly cannot necessarily be restored by one later agreement: suppliers may have 
disappeared, equipment may have aged, and skilled workers may have moved. This is an analytical implication 
of delay, not a quantified estimate of Brazil’s losses.

A later settlement could also encounter a different creditor system from that of 1982. Banks had had more time 
to reassess exposures and strengthen their capacity to absorb losses, while the international market had gained 
experience with earlier exchanges. Those changes could alter the available bargain. They do not establish that the 
delay was optimal for Brazil, or that it was dictated solely by creditor preferences.

The April 1994 date is consequently an endpoint for one specified restructuring, not a date on which all Brazilian 
debt or economic instability disappeared. A complete national assessment would distinguish the treatment of the 
eligible commercial claims from official debt, domestic obligations, and subsequent borrowing. It would also 
examine how the exchange interacted with domestic stabilization and the evolving maturity and currency 
composition of public finance.

Brazil’s place in the chapter is to make the cost of sequence visible. The same broad restructuring technology can 
arrive at a different stage of domestic adjustment, under different market conditions, and with a different burden 
of accumulated uncertainty. Calling both outcomes “Brady” describes their family resemblance; it does not 
establish their equivalence.
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15. Argentina: two kinds of credibility
Argentina adds a distinct institutional comparison. Its original convertibility law, enacted on March 27, 1991, 
established conversion from April 1 at 10,000 australes per US dollar and required reserves equivalent to at least 
the monetary base, subject to the law’s specified asset rules. It also restricted indexation. The original text 
matters: the familiar later peso-dollar description should not be substituted for the denomination actually used in 
this statute. [11, Articles 1–7]

These provisions concerned the credibility of money and domestic contracts. Argentina’s commercial Brady 
restructuring, recorded in April 1993, concerned a different set of obligations. The sequence distinguishes 
monetary stabilization from the renegotiation of inherited foreign claims. One could support the other by 
changing expectations, but neither was a legal or economic substitute for the other. [10, Appendix I]

A monetary commitment and a debt commitment

A convertibility rule makes a promise about the relationship between domestic money and an external asset. A 
sovereign bond makes a promise about future payments to creditors. The two promises draw on related fiscal and 
external capacities, yet they operate on different schedules and through different institutions. Confusing them can 
produce an exaggerated sense that credibility in one domain guarantees credibility in the other.

A monetary anchor can make planning easier when it reduces uncertainty about the value of payments. 
Businesses may become more willing to quote prices, lend, and invest. But an exchange-rate commitment also 
constrains the ways an economy can respond to changing relative costs and external financing conditions. Its 
durability depends on more than the announcement of a conversion ratio. Fiscal institutions, banking conditions, 
reserves, and the composition of liabilities remain important.

Debt restructuring can improve a separate part of that setting by replacing an unsettled claim with a clearer 
schedule. It can help reduce uncertainty about external payments while leaving domestic monetary commitments 
untouched. The resulting improvement should be assessed across the consolidated public position: apparent 
stability can coexist with increasing obligations or exposures that are less visible in the exchange itself.

Ferguson’s 1999 retrospective juxtaposed Argentina’s dramatic reduction in inflation with continuing regional 
vulnerabilities. His broader discussion recognized that participation in international capital markets demanded 
attention to short-term debt, disclosure, and banking strength, as well as fiscal and monetary policy. That 
perspective reinforces the distinction between achieving an important stabilization objective and securing every 
dimension of resilience. [5]

Argentina therefore broadens the narrative beyond the amount of debt relief. A country can seek credibility 
simultaneously through a monetary rule, policy reform, and a negotiated treatment of old claims. The analytical 
challenge is to identify which promise each institution supports, what resources back it, and how the promises 
interact when external conditions change.
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16. Comparing sequences, not ranking countries
The three cases share exposure to interrupted international credit and inherited obligations, but differ in the 
sequence through which policy and debt treatment developed. Mexico illustrates the first implementation of the 
new approach; Brazil shows a longer succession of agreements; Argentina makes the distinction between 
monetary and debt credibility especially visible.

Country Dated anchor Why the sequence matters

Mexico Brady deal: February 1990; negotiations in 
1989

First implementation; later market integration required 
continued scrutiny

Brazil Several earlier agreements; Brady deal: April 
1994

A later exchange interacted with a longer period of 
adjustment

Argentina Convertibility law: March 1991; Brady deal: 
April 1993

Monetary credibility and external debt settlement were 
distinct tasks

Table 5. Selected historical anchors and analytical implications. Deal dates follow [10, Appendix I]; the original Argentine law follows [11]. 
Mexico’s earlier negotiation phase is discussed in [9]. The table does not rank policy quality or estimate causal effects.

The comparison should begin with a debt perimeter. What obligations entered the exchange, what remained 
outside it, and how was any collateral financed? Without those answers, differences in reported reductions can 
reflect different definitions rather than different generosity. A transaction covering selected bank claims cannot 
be compared directly with a figure for all external public and private debt.

The next question is timing. A successful closing can coincide with policies whose effects began earlier, or with 
favorable international conditions unrelated to the exchange. Comparing growth immediately before and after the 
closing risks crediting the transaction with every concurrent improvement. Comparing countries without 
considering their different starting conditions creates a similar problem.

Finally, financial normalization should be connected to domestic outcomes. Did firms regain access to 
productive finance? Did public investment recover? Did the government’s overall liability structure become 
more resilient? Did improvements reach households whose income and services had borne the adjustment? The 
evidence needed for these questions goes beyond an exchange’s participation rate or market reception.

The purpose of the country comparison is therefore explanatory. It shows how one restructuring approach can 
address a common class of problem while interacting with different institutions. Their distinct histories are most 
informative when the comparison follows financing constraints, institutional choices, and the uses of the 
resources released by an agreement.
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17. From bank relationships to marketable claims
Converting loans into more readily tradable securities changed the organization of sovereign credit. A creditor 
could exit by selling a bond to an investor willing to hold the risk. The debtor did not repay merely because that 
sale occurred; the identity of the claim’s owner changed. The increased ability to trade could broaden 
participation and reduce an individual bank’s concentration, while leaving the country’s underlying obligation in 
place. [9]

Figure 4. What changes when a claim trades. Original analytical illustration. A secondary-market purchase pays the selling investor; a 
primary issuance supplies new funding to the sovereign. The two transactions have different consequences for the borrower’s cash.

This distinction explains why a lively market can coexist with limited new finance for the issuer. Trading volume 
records transfers among investors, often including repeated transfers of the same securities. It is not a measure of 
dollars arriving for public investment. Market access requires a separate transaction in which the sovereign 
issues new obligations and receives proceeds.

Risk was redistributed, not retired

A wider investor base can improve risk sharing. It can also make the ownership of claims more fluid and 
negotiation more complicated. An investor buying at a discount may evaluate an exchange differently from a 
bank carrying an older loan. Investors can differ in time horizons, financing arrangements, legal strategies, and 
constraints on what assets they may hold.

More visible prices provide useful information, but they can move because of changes in global interest rates or 
investor liquidity as well as changes in the borrower. A price increase may therefore reflect more favorable 
market conditions without a corresponding improvement in the sovereign’s productive capacity.

The historical transition was consequential: the concentrated bank-credit problem of the early 1980s increasingly 
opened into a market-based financing system. The next question was whether the flexibility of that system would 
support more durable financing or create new forms of dependence on the willingness of investors to remain 
exposed.
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18. What would count as recovery?
A debt strategy can succeed by one measure and remain incomplete by another. It can prevent a major banking 
failure, settle disputed obligations, reduce scheduled payments, or reopen market access. Each achievement 
matters. None alone establishes that the borrowing economy has recovered the opportunities lost during 
prolonged adjustment.

The first evaluation is contractual: did the exchange produce workable obligations and sufficient participation? 
The second is financial: did it reduce the sovereign’s consolidated burden or improve the timing and currency 
structure of payments after accounting for new financing? The third is economic: did investment, productivity, 
and stable employment improve? The fourth is distributional: which groups gained and which continued to carry 
the costs?

Ferguson’s 1999 speech provides a revealing retrospective. He emphasized the benefits of more open and 
prudent policies, while also acknowledging widespread poverty, large income disparities, and countries whose 
per-capita output remained little above early-1980s levels. The juxtaposition shows why normalization and 
development should not be treated as synonyms even within a broadly favorable institutional assessment of 
reform. [5]

The counterfactual must be stated

Was the relevant alternative immediate uncoordinated default, prolonged rescheduling, an earlier negotiated 
reduction, or a different combination of financing and domestic policy? A package can compare favorably with 
one alternative and poorly with another. Claiming that it “worked” without naming the comparison compresses 
several different judgments into one word.

An earlier debt reduction might have preserved more resources for investment. It might also have encountered 
banks less able to absorb losses, weaker official coordination, or a smaller set of workable instruments. Historical 
analysis should examine those obstacles without assuming that the actual delay was therefore unavoidable. 
Observing the policy that emerged does not prove that it was the best available policy at every earlier date.

Likewise, it is possible for creditors and debtors to benefit simultaneously from a more credible agreement. A 
reduction in an unrealistic promise can improve expected recovery while easing the debtor’s burden. But the size 
and distribution of those gains must be demonstrated, not inferred from the fact that both parties signed. Parties 
may accept an agreement because their alternatives are worse, and citizens affected by the agreement are not all 
represented at the negotiating table.

The chapter’s judgment is consequently specific. The Brady approach addressed a structural weakness of 
repeated rescheduling by allowing the burden of inherited bank claims to be revised. That was a substantive 
advance. Its contribution to broader recovery depended on domestic institutions, the use of the space it created, 
and external conditions. Evaluation should preserve that achievement while keeping the remaining development 
questions visible.
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19. The unfinished boundary of 1994
Ending in 1994 places the chapter at a transition rather than a final victory. Brazil’s exchange completed another 
major country operation, while Mexico’s relationship with international markets and official institutions had 
changed substantially from the emergency of 1982. The legacy bank-debt problem was being reorganized, but 
questions about confidence, liquidity, and the appropriate role of official support remained. [10, 12]

The March 22, 1994 FOMC discussion makes this boundary unusually concrete. William McDonough argued 
that Mexico’s improved standing and its close connections to the United States supported maintaining facilities 
that could address instability. Alfred Broaddus raised concerns about the boundary between central-bank 
responsibilities and fiscal action. Other participants asked about repayment protection, prior uses, and the 
conditions under which facilities might be activated. These were disagreements about institutional design, not a 
shared prediction of one inevitable crisis. [12, PDF pp. 6–13]

The debate demonstrates that closer integration could strengthen the case for cooperation while also increasing 
the need to define its limits. A neighboring economy’s instability could matter directly for domestic markets. But 
recognition of that connection did not answer who should authorize support, who should bear its risk, or what 
behavior the availability of support might encourage.

A different instrument can carry a familiar dependence

Replacing an old loan with a bond changes the form of a claim. New primary borrowing can change the maturity 
profile again. If subsequent financing becomes concentrated in short maturities or creates large currency-linked 
commitments, a country can regain exposure to abrupt changes in rollover conditions even after a successful 
restructuring of long-standing debt.

This is the bridge to the next historical question. The central concern moves from coordinating bank creditors 
around inherited loans to understanding how mobile capital, exchange-rate commitments, and liquid securities 
interact. Improved market access can support investment; it can also make the financing environment more 
sensitive to shifts in investor expectations. The appropriate lesson is to inspect the new structure of obligations 
rather than assuming that the old crisis has merely repeated unchanged.

The later Mexican crisis of 1994–1995 belongs to that next stage. Ferguson’s retrospective explicitly treated it as 
evidence that avoiding high inflation or excessive fiscal deficits was insufficient without attention to financial 
vulnerabilities. [5] This chapter does not use the later outcome to rewrite what officials knew in March 1994. It 
preserves the uncertainty of the moment and identifies the questions that remained open as the debt strategy 
entered a new financial setting.
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20. The price of a durable settlement
The historical arc from 1982 to 1994 is a story about the uses and limits of time. Emergency support could 
prevent a destructive run for repayment. Rescheduling could preserve operations while a longer agreement was 
negotiated. Additional lending could sustain imports and investment. But time became a solution only when 
something changed in the capacity to pay, the terms of the claim, or the institutions governing the relationship.

The Brady turn mattered because it made that change in the claim an explicit part of the official approach. It 
permitted a negotiation over realistic obligations rather than leaving adjustment to the borrower while treating 
the original economic promise as fixed. Collateral and tradable securities helped construct acceptable exchanges, 
but their significance lay in the bargain they supported.

Three lessons follow from the analysis. A payment schedule should be evaluated over its full life, not only at the 
next due date. A restructuring should be evaluated across the sovereign’s consolidated position, including the 
assets and liabilities used to finance it. And recovery should be evaluated through productive and social 
outcomes as well as the restoration of creditor relations.

A settlement reallocates responsibility

The cost of crisis does not disappear when a new security is issued. Some costs have already been borne through 
lost income, interrupted investment, inflation, or diminished public services. Others are recognized in creditor 
accounts or reflected in revised payments. Still others are carried forward in official loans or future budget 
commitments. A careful history follows the movement of these costs instead of treating the closing of a 
transaction as their erasure.

Mexico, Brazil, and Argentina show why institutions and sequence matter. Their experiences cannot be reduced 
to one regional balance sheet. The common financial mechanism interacted with different external structures, 
monetary commitments, and domestic constraints. The strongest general lesson emerges from those differences: 
the credibility of a financial promise depends on the system of resources and decisions that must support it.

For the series, this chapter completes the movement from the expansion of international bank lending to the 
negotiated recognition of its limits. It also opens the next stage, in which sovereign credit becomes more 
marketable and finance more responsive to changing investor positions. The instrument changes; the need to 
connect present borrowing to future capacity remains.

The price of adjustment should therefore be understood in two senses. It is the economic and social cost incurred 
while old claims are defended, financed, and renegotiated. It is also the set of concessions and resources required 
to construct a more durable settlement. A good agreement does more than move the next payment date. It makes 
the next period of economic activity less dependent on another emergency negotiation.
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