
Building Development Partnership: 
Engagement Between China and Latin America

Haibin Niu



August 29, 2019 

 

Building Development Partnership: Engagement Between 

China  and Latin America  

Haibin Niu 

Introduction  

The full-fledged economic ties between China and Latin America and the Caribbean are important indicators 

of China’s role as a global player. In the ongoing and heightened debate about China’s rise, China’s impact on 

Latin America is being discussed by scholars and policymakers worldwide. Though there are doubts about 

China’s intentions and impact on Latin America, China has developed a more substantial and meaningful policy 

framework to build development partnership with the region. 

  

An Emerging Development Partnership  

Characters and Driving Forces  

Latin America’s ties to China are characterized by their economic dimensions instead of the full-fledged ties 

between the region and the United States. The economic agenda has taken a high profile in the Sino-Latin 

American relationship since the establishment of the China-Brazil strategic partnership in 1993. The most visible 

achievements of the strategic partnership are economic in nature. For example, China surpassed the United 

States as Brazil’s largest trade partner in 2009. Additionally, China and Brazil are founding members of the newly 

established multilateral investment banks such as the New Development Bank (NDB) and the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank. China’s Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) with Chile, Peru, and Costa Rica clearly 

show the primacy of the economic agenda in the relationship. China’s economic growth strategy is to integrate 

itself into the world economy, and Latin America is an increasingly important trade partner for China and vice 

versa.  

This is not to say that political, cultural, and military exchanges between China and Latin America are not 

important, but other dimensions are overshadowed by this prominent economic linkage. In the context of this 

deepening economic relationship, both sides are engaging with each other on other dimensions such as culture, 

politics, and security. While the relationship is supported by economic ties, it needs to become more 

comprehensive and sustainable in order to continue to develop. To achieve this goal of a stronger relationship, 

China has strengthened its political will and increased the amount of economic resources in order to support its 

overall relationship with the region.  

There are some new features of this prominent economic linkage. Firstly, the economic ties are going 

beyond the initial trade dimension. China is the largest trade partner for Brazil, Peru, and Chile. China is also an 
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increasingly important creditor and investor for the region’s various economic sectors. Research by the Inter-

American Dialogue and Boston University found that Chinese state-to-state finance has exceeded the sovereign 

lending from the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) since 2005.1 Secondly, China is 

pursuing economic ties in a sustainable manner by paying more attention to infrastructure, innovation, and 

renewable energy, which is mainly achieved via China’s diversified investment in the region. Thirdly, the 

economic ties are used by both sides to build a kind of solid development partnership. Both China and regional 

countries are treating their economic ties from a perspective of not only commercial interests, but also 

development opportunities. An important indicator in this regard is the increasing number of countries from the 

region that are joining the Belt and Road Initiative, designed by Chinese leadership as a platform for international 

cooperation. 

All these new features are happening in the context of China’s gradual rise. In the past, China and Latin 

America were highly dependent on advanced economies. In the long period after China initiated its economic 

reform and opening-up process in the late 1970s, China’s main economic partners were developed economies 

who could offer China the highly needed capital, technology, management, export markets, etc. Latin America 

also deeply depended on advanced economies and occupied a very limited priority in the last century since it 

didn’t have the capital, technology, or management skills China needed. Without the economic rise of China 

within the current international economic system, it would be impossible for China to build such a dynamic 

development partnership with a region that is geographically remote relative to China.  

From a perspective of domestic and external nexus, China’s projection in Latin America is always influenced 

by the strategic environment of the international system. Historically, China’s interaction with Latin America was 

quite loose since China lacked the capacity and intention to project its presence into Latin America. The famous 

Maritime Silk Road to
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After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, China’s major external relationship was 

concentrated on the Soviet Union group for a long period because of the blockade imposed by Western 

countries. China’s interaction with Latin America during that period mainly happened in the cultural and economic 

sectors. China’s intention in Latin America during that period was also questioned by some regional countries 

because of their domestic communist activities. The establishment of the China-Cuba diplomatic relationship in 

1960 also fit the Soviet Union-U.S. bipolar power structure. Even further, the China-Cuba relationship also 

suffered from the Moscow-Beijing rivalry through the 1970s and 1980s until the normalization of the Soviet Union-

China relationship in the late 1980s. China’s booming diplomatic relationship with Latin America came about in 

the 1970s in the context of the improved Sino-U.S. relationship and China’s return to the United Nations as a 

permanent member of the Security Council. From this geo-strategic perspective, some scholars argue that 

China’s foreign policy toward Latin America has been primarily driven by a one-dimensional concern: global 

geopolitics from a historical perspective.3 In general, the bipolar world power structure constrained the potential 

of the China-Latin America relationship. 

It is fair to say that a substantial relationship with Latin America became possible only when both China and 

Latin America could 
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including Latin America and the Caribbean, was well recognized by international organizations.4 In its 13th Five-

Year Plan (2016-2020), China set some important goals regarding the developing world. These include reaching 

the volume of trade in services that accounts for at least 16% of total foreign trade, establishing overseas 

production centers a
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such as North America, Europe, and East Asia. Noting the similarities with East Asia, some Latin American 

countries are considering the relevance of Asia’
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and agenda-setting power in the China-CELAC Forum. In order to facilitate this wide economic agenda, China 

has also supported a variety of non-economic forums with Latin American countries to have dialogues with 

people from think tanks, politics, the legal system, civil society, businesses, etc. For example, the first ministerial 

meeting between China and CELAC in 2015 generated the Cooperation Plan (2015-2019) which not only had 

ambitious economic cooperation goals but also strong public diplomacy arrangements such as scholarships and 

training opportunities, among others. While this emerging overall approach is economics-oriented and heavily 

features Chinese preference for infrastructure development and industrial capacity cooperation, it is also 

comprehensive, multifaceted, and based on mutual respect. Through these regular dialogues with different 

partners and topics, both sides can get to know each other better in order to avoid the lack of knowledge that has 

been a challenge to their relationship. To this aim, China also offers more than 10,000 visiting fellowships to the 

region’s elites for field trips to China. Additionally, many centers on Latin America studies we
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"3" refers to the expansion of financing channels of funds, credit, and insurance. Li announced that China would 

set up a US$30 billion special fund for its industrial cooperation with the region and proposed to expand 

cooperation on currency swap and local currency settlement. 

To overcome the restraints of the trade structure, both sides need to be more innovative in shaping the 

economic cooperation. Based on its domestic progress of innovation, China added elements that will increase 

innovation to the relationship by extending cooperation areas to electronic commerce, new generation 

telecommunications, and renewable technologies, among others. There are many cases of this new kind of 

cooperation emerging in Chile, Brazil, and other partners. In Chile, an interregional submarine fiber optic cable is 

planned and electric buses made by China are transforming Chile’s major cities into more green ones. In Brazil, 

the most impressive joint project with Eletrobras is the ultra-high voltage (UHV) transmission system that carries 

power from the Belo Monte dam in northern Brazil to cities in southeastern Brazil. What’s much more exciting is 

that this means we can seriously consider bringing solar, wind, and hydro into the main grid at scale – work that 

has started not just in China, but also Brazil, together with Eletrobras.  

Based on the complementary situation, China aims at building a comparijh mh miesna ach -3p8 Tc e eca6ggT-0.7 (ng )13.3 (s)-2.7h52.7]TJ
-0>/a(0.004 Tw-0.6 (d27 (n)13..7 (i)-0.7 (o)13n.7 (.)2 ( )- -0.015 Tw 0.2279.3 l)]TJ-2.413 Td
[t)2.3 (c)-2a
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European ones for studying abroad. Given the mobility of political parties in the Western political system, the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is actively engaging with all Latin American counterparts to exchange ideas on 

how to govern a country properly.13 Military diplomacy and conventional arms sales increased as well.  

The comprehensiveness of the partnership has several dimensions. Politically, the most important thing is 

that both sides are willing to respect each other’s development model, exchange governance experience and 

understand each other on major concerns. This kind of engagement on the political level is very important for 

economic cooperation in today’s world, which is full of uncer
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create a possible partner for broader political and strategic objectives, such as the pursuit of a multipolar 

international order. China values Latin American countries’ intentions to build diversified external relationships. 

The political turn to the left in 2005–2007 and the political turn to the right in 2015-2018 didn’t cha Td
[(t) 9n 
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Initiative to Latin America and the new vision of the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, the 

economic relationship between China and the region has great potential to be translated into a sustainable 

development partnership. This prospect is important not only for both sides but also for a world suspicious of 

globalization. 

From a global perspective, China perceives Latin America as a like-minded shareholder to solve global 

challenges. In the eyes of Chinese observers, there are three aspects to Latin America’s strategic importance to 

China. First, the relationship with Latin America is an important part of China’s comprehensive opening-up 

structure. Second, Latin America’s market potential, natural resources, and cultural openness can support 

China’s rise. Third, Latin America is a testing ground for China to perform its global diplomacy as a great power.15  

China thinks of its relationship with LAC from a strategic perspective by treating the region as an important 

part of emerging economies and developing countries, and an important rising force for world peace and 

development. China is still an emerging economy with multiple domestic sustainable development challenges in a 

globalized world. Based on its development stages, China doesn’t have the intention to impose its development 

experiences on the region, which is different from some developed economies that gave development 

prescriptions to the region. Instead, China prefers a mutual-learning partnership.  

China had many policy dialogues with its partners in the international initiatives such as the Belt and Road 

Initiative, the China-CELAC Forum, and bilateral meetings. China issued two policy papers toward LAC (2008, 

2016) and initiated other policy frameworks such as “1+3+6” for economic cooperation (2014), the China-CELAC 

Forum (established in 2014), and the “3×3” model for industrial cooperation (2015), which offered a kind of top-

down policy framework to guide potential cooperation. 

In this century, both Latin American countries and China have worked closely on the global agenda, including 

sustainable development, climate change, international trade liberalization, etc. The financial crises since 2008 in 

some advanced economies were a turning point for China and Latin America to enhance their cooperation, which 

is a part of cooperation among emerging economies to deal with the decreasing demand from the advanced 

economies. China provides a ready, growing market for Latin American goods, and Chinese demand for them 

was one reason the region was able to withstand the 2008-2009 financial crisis so well.16 Latin America has also 

gradually cultivated an enormous regional consumption market based on its growing middle-class population in 

the 21st century. Meanwhile, China has grown into the second-largest world economy. Against this backdrop, 

                                      
15 WU, Baiyi, Opportunities Along with Transformation: A Multi-Perspective Analysis of the China-Latin American 

Relations, Economy and Management Publishing House, 2013, pp. 4-7. 
16
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both China and Latin America realized the importance of their identities as emerging economies and treated each 

other more seriously as economic partners. 

The rapid development of the China-Latin America relationship is an important part of the changing world. A 

World Bank report arguing that Latin America’s future growth is based on the rising South is quite interesting and 

illuminating.17 For instance, there is a new option when traveling from China to Brazil to take the Boeing 787 

Dreamliner run by Ethiopian Airlines via Africa. This new line is symbolic for understanding the importance of the 

rising South as a part of the healthy, strong, and balanced growth of the world economy. Both China and Latin 

America should keep this changing big picture in mind when thinking about their future relationship. 

The BRI and Its Implicati
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The original priority of the BRI was to renew Euro-Asian ties by connecting the main cities in Europe and the 

Chinese coastal area. Landlocked, underdeveloped regions within and outside China will benefit from this 

initiative. While the B
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building a railway system and continental transportation projects. In the ideal situation, projects shall serve the 

enhanced economic ties between Latin America with China as well as Asia. China’s experience shows that 

infrastructure building must be accompanied by trade flows and investment; otherwise it will be unprofitable and 

unsustainable. Both sides believe that good infrastructure can facilitate economic engagement and bring the 

region into the value chains of the Asia-Pacific region.  

The 19th CCP Congress and Future China -LAC Relationship  

The 19th Chinese Communist Party National Congress made a roadmap for China’s domestic and external 

agenda, which may have important implications on the future China-LAC relationship. Domestically speaking, the 

principal contradiction in Chinese society has changed into one between unbalanced and inadequate 

development and the people's ever-growing needs for a better life. The priority will be given to the quality of 

growth rather than the pace of growth. To build a beautiful China means building a low-carbon economy. 

Externally, with a new self-confidence, China strives for a central role on the world stage. China may serve as a 

reference for other countries and as a leader in the effort to guarantee global public goods. The congress report 

especially mentions that China offers a new option for other countries that want to speed up their development 

while preserving their independence. China’s vision emphasizes that we live in a globalized and interdependent 

world. Therefore, building “a community of shared destiny for humanity” is essential. 

China wants to contribute to the solution of global affairs by offering Chinese wisdom and solutions. This 

desire has prompted a broad response academically and politically. Academically, some comments argue that 

that moment carries huge symbolic and political importance and will therefore demand careful analysis. What will 

the next steps be? How can we properly understand the Chinese experience in developing a major, complex 

economy and creating prosperity over the last four decades as reform and opening up has proceeded? Is the 
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developing regions, including Latin America. The “new option” idea does not mean China will export its 

development model. Instead, China will continue to exchange development experiences with others in order to 

better understand, identify cooperative opportunities, and achieve common development. Economic cooperation 

and policy dialogue will continue to be key for China-LAC cooperation under the framework of the BRI. According 

to the declaration of the 2nd Ministerial Conference of the China-CELAC Forum, both sides will exchange 

knowledge, successful practices, and long-term planning in order to achieve the 2030 Sustainable Development 

Agenda.  

In deepening cooperation between China and LAC countries, China needs to pay attention to several 

factors. First, in order to avoid investment risks, both sides need to do a better job of policy consultation and 

cooperate in a transparent, sustainable, and long-term engagement approach. Second, considering the diversity 

of the LAC countries 
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cooperation with China, especially on digital technologies. The U.S. rolled back many important and positive 

measures initiated by Obama administration. The most obvious ones were the engagements with Cuba and the 

reclamation of the Monroe Doctrine, which caused a fundamental change to the geostrategic environment of the 

Western Hemisphere. This kind of strategic and policy level changes might affeu62 (0(of)2 ( t)5 (h)t.4 (d 7 (t)2 )13.3 (gc)-2.7 (lr)3.7 m)-3 (i)12.7 (a)10.7 (e )]TJ
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