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CHINA ENGAGES LATIN AMERICA: MOTIVATIONS,
MANIFESTATIONS, AND PROSPECTS

As the influence of the People’s Republic of
China in world affairs has grown over the
past few decades, one of the more recent
manifestations of this trend to draw the at-
tention of scholars and policy makers is the
expanding relationship between China and
Latin America. China’s interest in Latin
America has increased substantially. Diplo-
matic ties have been evolving as well. Both
President Hu Jintao and Vice President Xi
Jinping toured Latin America in 2008, and
lower profile inter-party exchanges have
occurred with increasing frequency.

The Nature of Relations

Professor Jiang Shixue addressed several
facets of Sino-Latin American relations. First
and foremost, he believes China’s interest in
Latin America is primarily economic. In
order for China to continue its rapid growth,
it needs to import vast amounts of natural
resources, many of which can be obtained in
Latin America. In addition, the Latin Ameri-
can market is also a viable destination for
Chinese products, with over 560 million
prospective customers. Trade figures reflect
these interests accordingly. Bilateral trade
increased from 12.6 million to 120 million
dollars between 2000 and 2008. Chinese
direct investment reached 25 billion dollars
by the end of 2007, making Latin America

the second largest target for Chinese for-
cign direct investment.

Chinese political and diplomatic ties to
Latin America have increased in a corre-
sponding manner. Over the past decade,
China has entered into various types of
partnerships with several Latin American
countries, in addition to engaging in free
trade agreements and fostering inter-party
relations between the Communist Party of
China and over eighty political parties in
Latin America. Other types of exchanges,
such as scientific, technological, cultural,
and military exchanges, are frequent.

In the military sector, relations have in-
volved weapons sales, high-level visits,
training, and educational exchanges. China
conducts these bilateral relations on the
basis of three main principles:

e pursuit of increased military under-
standing and professional expertise

e no intention to target a third party

¢ no desire to influence regional stability

Prospects and Controversy

Professor Jiang also pointed out the con-
troversy over China’s relationship with
Latin America. Chinese involvement in
Latin America has met with some difficul-
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ties, some of which are due to linguis-
tic and cultural barriers. Additionally,
Latin American critics of relations with
China argue that the export of raw
materials to China and import of value-
added Chinese manufactured goods
places Latin America in a disadvan-
taged trade position. Some countries
have implemented anti-dumping poli-
cies to protect their markets from in-
expensive Chinese goods.

However, many benefits of the in-
creased economic relations were noted
by Professor Jiang. China’s large mar-
ket presents an opportunity for Latin
American businesses. Also, Chinese
demand for raw materials is driving
prices higher, benefiting Latin Ameri-
can extractive industries. Indeed,
partly as a result of increased trade
relations with China, Latin American
economies have experienced six years

of high growth.

The trend of increasing Sino-Latin
American ties has raised concerns in
the U.S. as well. Some view the Chi-
nese advance into Latin America as a
challenge to U.S. power in the West-
ern Hemisphere. It is also seen as in-
terfering with America’s ability to pur-
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sue various human rights and free trade
agendas in the region. However, Pro-
fessor Jiang asserted that the U.S. need
not be concerned, because U.S.-China
relations are a priority for China.
China’s relations with Latin America
are for economic purposes, and there
is no agenda to challenge U.S. power
in the region.

Professor Gonzalo Paz noted that
China has been tactful in conducting its
engagement in Latin America, making
U.S. concerns a top priority. Interna-
tional dialogue has been established to
bring greater transparency to the de-
velopment of Sino-Latin American
relations. Chinese diplomatic maneu-
vers have also been geared towards
reassuring the U.S. In dealing with
countries, such as Venezuela, with
whom the United States has difficult
relations, China has been careful to
make clear its neutral intentions.

Finally, Professor Jiang addressed the
issue of the current economic down-
turn. Trade relations have remained
strong between China and Latin Amer-
ica despite the downturn, as Chinese
demand for raw materials is still
strong, and exports of manufactured

products to Latin America have been
affected less than those to other re-
gions. The crisis may even present
opportunities for further cooperation
between both sides. China and Latin
America may be able to work together
to reform the international financial
system, strengthening regulation, em-
powering developing countries, and
working to increase liquidity. He also
believes that the downturn may in-
crease trade between the two sides, as
well as foreign direct investment.
Overall, his prognosis for future rela-
tions was optimistic.

The Sigur Center for Asian Studies is an international research center of The Elliott
School of International Affairs at The George Washington University. Its mission is
to increase the quality and broaden the scope of scholarly research and publications
on Asian affairs, promote U.S.-Asian scholarly interaction and serve as the nexus for
educating a new generation of students, scholars, analysts, and policymakers. The
Center draws strength and resources from the world-class Asian Studies faculty
within the university and in Washington, D.C. Not only is it the largest center for
Asian studies in the capital region, The Center is also among the strongest in the

United States.
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