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The document briefly presents the main results of the recent outflows of foreign direct 
investment (OFDI) from the People’s Republic of China, China from now on, in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (LAC) for the period 2000-2019, with emphasis on the most 
recent years, and especially 2019. The objective of the analysis is to become a part of the 
punctual review of the information on the Chinese OFDI, that the Academic Network for 
Latin America and the Caribbean on China (Red ALC-China) makes available to the public 
and is free of charge on the Network’s and Monitor’s websites2, as well as the various 
conceptual, methodological and empirical analyzes–with macro, meso, micro and territorial 
studies—on the specific subject. While it is true that much more information and analysis is 
required on the topic of Chinese OFDI in LAC, it is also true that in LAC, and specifically 
in the LAC-China Network, extraordinary efforts have been made with multiple proposals 
and with the public, private and academic sectors.  

The Monitor’ s main contribution is the timely statistical presentation on the Chinese OFDI 
until 2019, respecting the regional statistical efforts in LAC of each country, as well as of 
other institutions such as UNCTAD (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development) 
and MOFCOM (Ministry of Commerce of China). In addition to the results, the Monitor 
encourages people to review the abundant and updated information provided by the 
Network–bibliography, documents, statistical information and multiple analyzes—in order 
to improve and deepen the analysis of Chinese OFDI in LAC and, in general, the knowledge 
about China and LAC’s relationship with China and each of its countries.  

The document is divided into six short sections, in addition to this Introduction. The first 
section examines the global context of Chinese OFDI in LAC, while the second focuses on 
methodological differences and the aggregate results obtained in this publication. The other 

 
1 The document had the valuable assistance of Luis Fernando Fosado, Leire González Alarcón and Raymundo 
Román Arteaga; Luis Humberto Saucedo Salgado coordinated these efforts. The author is solely responsible 
for the content. 
2 The information (the data bank, specialized literature, and news, all of them for each of the LAC countries) 
is available at: http://www.redalc-china.org/monitor/. 
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sections discuss the annual results considering country of destination, type of transaction, 
sectors and the main Chinese companies; all this information for the period 2000-2019.  

 

1. International and regional context of Chinese OFDI in LAC 

OFDI (or outward FDI) flows were significantly affected in the period 2018-2019. The 
reduced global economic growth of 2.9% and 3.3% for 2019 and 2020─the lowest since the 
2009 financial crisis─reflects a significant downward trend in the multiple global 
macroeconomic aggregates (IMF 2019, 2020), even without integrating the significant 
effects that the internationalization of the coronavirus (COVID-19) will have in 2020.3 These 
analyses highlight a widespread uncertainty, which is mainly a result of the growing 
differences between the Trump Administration and China─since 2018 known as the “trade 
war”, but also in multiple other areas (Dussel Peters 2019)─with impacts on trade, production 
and international investment flows, as well as important social movements in various Latin 
American countries, among other factors. 

International FDI flows have also been affected and have fallen in 2019 for the fourth 
consecutive year by -1 % (reaching US$1.39 trillion in 2019), which has been characterized 
as a “marginal” performance by UNCTAD (2020/a:1), because it is thought that in the last 
decade these flows have remained practically stable, although they fell for developed 
countries (-6 %) and remained relatively the same for developing countries: US$695 billion 
in 2019. In contrast to the downward trend in receiving FDI in developed countries, LAC 
stands out, with an increase of 16 % in 2019 and about $ 170 billion received (and $ 146 
billion in 2018); in the United States and China, FDI reception in 2019 remained practically 
the same as in 2018 (UNCTAD 2020/a). 

Two aspects are significant for understanding the above trends. On the one hand, a topic still 
little analyzed in academia and other circles has to do with the U.S. tax reform of 2017 (2017 
Tax Cuts and Jobs Act) that has generated a substantial impact on OFDI in the United States 
in 2018 and 2019: if, since 2007, American OFDI had been around US$300 billion, in 2018 
it was negative for the first time since1970 when UNCTAD recorded OFDI flows for the first 
time (-US$63.55 billion), although it is expected to become a positive source of OFDI again 
in 2019 (UNCTAD 2019/a:7).4 On the other hand, and from a longer term and structural 

 
3 UNCTAD (2020/b) estimates that the global coronavirus emergency could reduce international FDI flows in 
2020-2021 by -5 % and up to -15 %, and contrary to original estimates of 5 % for 2020. 
4 BEA (2020) notes that particularly in the first two quarters of 2018, US transnational corporations repatriated 
capital en masse from outside the United States and almost entirely from Bermuda (BEA 2020); the rest of the 
US OFDI flows remained virtually unchanged. In 2019, with the exception of Ireland–from which more than 
$63.8 billion was repatriated and which was highly linked to a small group of companies in the first quarter of 
2019—the United States will again become a major source of global OFDI, although presumably still below 
Japan and China. These transactions have been concentrated exclusively under the heading of non-bank holding 
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perspective, the same UNCTAD (2019/b) indicates that for at least a decade various trends 
have been perceived as contrary to a greater global economic integration, considering that 
the external value added on total trade has continuously decreased since 2008 (with 31%) to 
28% at present, and with important effects on current and future flows of international 
investments.   

Four international aspects of OFDI are relevant to the rest of the document. First, UNCTAD 
(2020:3) estimates that Brazil (with a FDI growth rate of 26% in 2019) is one of the 10 largest 
FDI recipients with the most positive expectations, in addition to Germany (with an FDI 
growth of 232%), Singapore (42%) and France (40%), and unlike Hong Kong (-48%); the 
same source highlights that in 2019 in Latin America FDI would be increasingly concentrated 
in new greenfield type investment projects (with a growth rate of 32%) and unlike M&A (-
44%) (UNCTAD 2020/a:4). Second, Chinese OFDI has become a growing source of 
employment generation in LAC: of the almost two million net jobs generated by China in 
LAC during 2000-2017, 15.03% were the result of OFDI; that is, OFDI is a socio-economic 
activity that goes far beyond business transactions and has a profound impact on the various 
territorial levels of the respective transactions (Salazar-Xirinachs et. al 2018). Third, China 
has not made any relevant legislative changes with respect to Chinese OFDI in 2019, i.e. the 
legal framework is maintained as established in 2016 and 2017 and under the BRI (Song 
2019). Finally, at least in the last decade, Chinese OFDI in LAC has unleashed a series of 
debates on its impact, from social, environmental and economic perspectives, among many 
others; the respective thematic axes of the LAC-China Network and other institutions 
(IISCAL 2018) reflect this still unfinished and heterogeneous evidence. 

 

2. Main trends in Chinese OFDI in LAC during 2000-2019 

2.1. Methodological framework 

The different methodological approaches to measuring and recording OFDI, as highlighted 
by various efforts of the China OFDI Monitor in LAC in recent years (Ortiz Velasquez 
2016/a/b) and the differences in results presented by the various sources are of the utmost 
relevance (see China OFDI Monitor in LAC 2019). This is why the methodology presented 
here–based on the transactions actually carried out (not announced) and as a result of the 
review of each transaction—is a valuable contribution (see Methodological Annex) that has 
with very significant differences with respect to other aggregate sources such as ECLAC 
(2019), MOFCOM (2019) and UNCTAD (2019/a).   

 

 
companies and appear to have no major real impact, but are limited to intra-company administrative and fiscal 
movements. 
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2.2. Chinese OFDI and main trends in Chinese OFDI in LAC 

Chinese OFDI fell in 2019 by -9.8% (Xinhua 2020), also as a result of the collapse of Chinese 
OFDI in the United States (Hanemann et. al 2019) and the OFDI/FDI ratio in 2019 
represented 85.25%, far below the percentage reached in 2016 (146.70%); the roughly 
US$117 billion of Chinese OFDI in 2019 represented 59.65% of the year 2016, the historical 
maximum of Chinese OFDI so far. Notwithstanding the above, China in 2019 will surely be 
consolidated as the second source of global OFDI, and only after Japan, considering the 
above-mentioned particularities of OFDI from the United States during 2018-2019. 

The 437 transactions of Chinese OFDI in LAC during 2000-2019 highlight a set of regional 
aspects (see Table 1): 

1. In 2019, Chinese OFDI accounted for 7.57% of total FDI in LAC, as well as 1.21% 
and 0.24% of gross fixed capital formation (GFCF) and GDP, respectively. With this, 
Chinese OFDI in LAC, and for the first time since 2016, once again increased its 
presence in the region. 

2. For the period 2017-2019–after the peak reached by Chinese OFDI in 2016—Chinese 
OFDI in LAC represented about 8% of the region´s FDI, 1.2% of GFCF and 0.2% of 
GDP, respectively. 

Table two reflects some of the main trends in Chinese OFDI in LAC, in particular: 

a. While the number of transactions fell significantly in 2019, to just 19, the amount of 
Chinese OFDI in LAC increased by 16.5% or US$12.876 billion. As employment 
generation by Chinese OFDI fell -42.9%, the ratios of OFDI per transaction and OFDI 
per employment more than doubled, i.e., 2019 was characterized by large Chinese 
transactions with lower employment generation than in previous years. 

b. Another important general feature of Chinese OFDI has been the consolidation of 
mergers and acquisitions (unlike the above-mentioned predominance of new 
investments in LAC in 2019): in 2019 they represented 65.16% and 86.69% of the 
value and employment of Chinese OFDI and significantly above the levels reached 
in previous periods. 

c. New Chinese investments in LAC during 2019 reflected a high ratio of OFDI per 
employment–over one $US one million per job—and therefore a very high capital 
intensity. 
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3. Chinese OFDI by country of destination 

Since 2017, Chinese OFDI in LAC continues to diversify according to the country of 
destination; Table 3 indicates the deepening of this process: if for the entire 2000-2019 period 
only Argentina and Brazil represented 50.22% of the amount of OFDI and 56.06% of the 
employment generated in LAC, respectively, since 2017 there has been a growing dynamism 
from Chile, Mexico and Peru, among others. These three countries represented 69.60% of 
Chinese OFDI in 2019; the case of Peru stands out, with a Chinese OFDI of US$4.89 billion 
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dollars in only two transactions; the Mexican case, on the contrary, with six transactions, 
represents a much lower OFDI ratio per transaction (of US$142 million) (see Table 3). Chile 
has become the most relevant destination for Chinese OFDI during 2017-2019 (with 31.10% 
of regional OFDI), followed by Peru (21.60%), Brazil (17.94%) and Mexico (11.59%). 
 

 

 

4. Chinese OFDI according to economic activity of destination 

The increasing diversification of Chinese OFDI in LAC–highlighted in previous versions of 
the Monitor and according country for 2017-2019 (see 3.–is also one of the most significant 
changes in Chinese OFDI (see Table 4): for this most recent period, transactions geared 
towards services and respective domestic markets accounted for 34%, 65% and 45.83% of 
the amount of OFDI and employment generated, respectively, and have become, along with 
manufacturing-oriented transactions (also as an export platform), the most dynamic items of 
Chinese OFDI in LAC (Hiratuka 2019). Notwithstanding the above, the presence of Chinese 
OFDI in raw materials continues to prevail (with a strong downward trend): in 2019 and 
2017-2019 it represented 52.19% and 42.60% of Chinese OFDI in LAC. 
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5. Chinese OFDI in LAC according to type of ownership 

The “omnipresence of the public sector” (Dussel Peters 2015) is again evident in the flow of 
Chinese OFDI to LAC in 2019: public sector transactions accounted for 86.91% and 83.7% 
of the amount and employment of OFDI, respectively (see Table 5); historically, Chinese 
OFDI transactions in LAC by the public sector have been characterized by significantly 
higher ratios of both amount per transaction and employment per transaction. 
Notwithstanding the above, the most recent period (2017-2019) reflects a growing 
diversification, in this case the type of ownership: for the period, privately owned Chinese 
OFDI transactions in LAC participated with 33.82%, well above the levels below 15% in the 
first decade of the 21st century. 



 
 
 
 

 
 

9 

 

 

6. Main Chinese companies that carried out OFDI in LAC 

The information publicly available on the Monitor portal allows for a significant group of 
analyses, including at company level, which could be joined by academics and business 
organizations from LAC and China, with a huge potential of specific information at company 
and policy level oriented towards Chinese companies in specific global value chains. Table 
6, for example, shows that only the top 5 job-generating enterprises of Chinese OFDI during 
2000-2019 created more than new 94,000 jobs, led by CNPC and State Grid; only in 2019 
Yongmei Group created more than 17,000 jobs through its transactions in LAC.  
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From an OFDI perspective, Table 7 highlights the importance of a small group of Chinese 
companies that have concentrated significant amounts of OFDI and respective employment: 
State Grid and China Three Gorges Corporation, for example, have carried out OFDI for 
more than US$26 billion during 2000-2019 in LAC, and the transactions of these two 
companies alone represented almost 20% of total Chinese OFDI in LAC for the period. 
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Methodological Annex 

The development of the OFDI China Monitor data bank in LAC was carried out in two stages. In the 
first stage, a databank of Chinese OFDI companies in LAC for the period 2000-2019 was integrated. 

The primary sources of information were Thomson-Reuters, Bloomberg, Capital IQ, China Global 
Investment Tracker (CGIT) and investment announcements from the trade press. From these 
hundreds of transactions, and after a review of each of the transactions, the database was formed. The 
team followed up on news from the specialized press, company level reports, reports from various 
public and private institutions in LAC, investment announcements, among others.  

Individuals are strongly encouraged to improve the quantity and quality of information by 
contacting: FDICHINA@UNAM.MX / http://www.redalc-china.org/monitor/ 


