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Executive summary
China’s expanding economic and financial 
footprint in Latin America and the Caribbean 
(LAC) is unfolding against a backdrop of 
increasing global economic fragmentation, 
supply chain reconfiguration and geopolitical 
realignment. China is the region’s second-
largest trade partner and top sovereign 
creditor, and in 2023 was the third-largest 
source of foreign direct investment (FDI) 
project announcements. Over half of the 
region’s countries have joined the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) since 2018, seeking to benefit 
from expanded infrastructure investment and 
broader economic cooperation. This report 
examines the key trends in China’s trade, lending 
and investment in the region since 2013. 

China–LAC trade

•	 China is the LAC region’s second-largest 
trading partner overall, and the largest trading 
partner to South America since 2015. In 2024, 
total China–LAC merchandise trade reached 
$510 billion in 2024, nearly double the volume 
recorded in 2013. 

•	 Trade flows are highly geographically 
concentrated, with four countries – Brazil, 
Mexico, Chile and Peru – accounting for 76% 
of China’s total trade volume with the region 
between 2013 and 2024. Brazil has consistently 
been the top partner, representing 36% of 
China’s merchandise trade with the region 
over this period. In 2024, Brazil, Chile and Peru 
reported a trade surplus with China. 

•	 China’s primary imports are agricultural 
products, minerals and base metals, and fuels 
(accounting for 83% of imports in 2024). Over 
half of China’s exports to the region consist 

of finished electronic goods, machinery and 
transport equipment. While other partnerships 
centre on the commodity trade, the China–
Mexico relationship is underpinned by 
competition in manufacturing assembly.

Chinese lending to LAC

•	 Between 2013 and 2021, China disbursed over 
$145 billion in lending to LAC countries. More 
than half of this consisted of non-concessional 
loans – preferential export buyers’ credits from 
the Export-Import Bank of China (Eximbank) and 
middle- and long-term project loans by the China 
Development Bank (CDB). Chinese foreign aid 
flows accounted for less than 3% of total Chinese 
finance to the region over this period. 

•	 Finance from Chinese commercial creditors 
has increased, particularly since 2018. Over 
one-fifth of loans between 2013 and 2021 were 
commercial loans from China’s state-owned 
commercial banks, state-owned enterprises 
(SOEs) or private companies. Brazil, Ecuador 
and Chile were the primary destinations for 
Chinese commercial financing.

•	 The arrival of the BRI in Latin America and the 
Caribbean has not resulted in increased Chinese 
sovereign lending, which peaked in 2015. 
Lending has declined significantly since 2016, 
with annual disbursements falling to under $6 
billion in 2018–2021. This decline is consistent 
with global trends in China’s overseas lending 
portfolio as Chinese financial institutions have 
tightened credit conditions and sought to 
improve risk management practices. 

•	 Overall lending has been highly concentrated, 
with five countries – Venezuela, Argentina, 
Brazil, Peru and Ecuador – absorbing 89% of 
loans during this period. 
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•	 A growing share of Chinese lending to LAC 
involves Chinese contributions to syndicated 
lending arrangements or co-financing with 
non-Chinese financial institutions. In 2021, 
47% of Chinese lending to the region involved 
syndication. 

•	 LAC countries are now repaying more to 
Chinese creditors than they are receiving in 
new loans. The decline in new loan issuances, 
combined with rising debt service payments 
coming into effect, has resulted in consistent 
negative net debt inflows from China to LAC 
economies since 2021. 

•	 China accounts for a relatively small share 
of the LAC region’s total public and publicly 
guaranteed (PPG) debt stock, which is 
mainly owed to multilateral development 
banks (MDBs), commercial creditors and 
bondholders. However, as the largest bilateral 
official creditor to LAC, China holds more than 
half of official bilateral debt. 

Chinese investment in LAC

•	 Chinese companies invested over $148 billion 
across 518 deals in Latin America and the 
Caribbean from 2013 to 2024. Having peaked 
in 2019, FDI projects fell in 2020, likely due to 
disruptions in global supply chains and delayed 
investment decisions during the Covid-19 
pandemic. Since recovering in 2022, investment 
flows have declined again, falling by 11.8% 
between 2023 and 2024. 

•	 Like lending, these investments are 
geographically concentrated, with Brazil, Peru, 
Mexico, Argentina and Chile receiving 89% of 
investments from 2013 to 2024. 

•	 Traditionally dominated by the energy and 
mining sectors, Chinese FDI is diversifying 
towards higher-tech industrial segments, 
such as electric mobility and clean energy. 

Between 2020 and 2024, clean energy project 
announcements – including solar, wind and 
hydropower development, energy storage and 
component manufacturing – increased by 50% 
over the previous five-year period. 

•	 Investment strategies have also shifted in the 
last three years, favouring greenfield projects 
over mergers and acquisitions (M&As). In 2024, 
greenfield transactions represented 74% of all 
new project announcements. 

•	 Outside of the mining sector, Chinese firms 
are focusing their investment in LAC countries 
and sub-regions that are major urban hubs or 
industrial agglomeration clusters with high-
quality infrastructure and skilled labour to 
facilitate manufacturing activity. 

Looking ahead, the geopolitical rivalry between 
the United States (US) and China, alongside 
retaliatory trade policies, could reshape the trade 
and investment landscape in the LAC region. As 
the US expands tariffs and trade restrictions, 
Chinese firms may seek to deepen their presence 
in LAC markets such as Mexico, to mitigate 
exposure to US trade measures. At the same 
time, tighter US scrutiny of Chinese exports – 
particularly in strategic sectors such as electric 
vehicles – may divert Chinese trade towards LAC 
economies, where regulatory environments are 
more permissive. 

The future of Chinese lending to LAC is uncertain, 
particularly concerning the deployment of 
the new RMB-denominated $9 billion credit 
line announced by President Xi Jinping in May 
2025. While details for its disbursement remain 
unspecified, the announcement signals that China 
is willing to align more closely with the region, 
and the use of RMB (renminbi / Chinese Yuan) 
suggests future lending may form part of China’s 
strategy to internationalise its currency in the 
global financial system. 
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1	 Introduction

1	 The United States, Spain and the Netherlands were the top investor economies in LAC by FDI stock in 2023 
(UNCTAD, 2025a). 

China’s expanding economic and financial 
footprint in Latin America and the Caribbean 
(LAC) is unfolding against an increasingly 
uncertain backdrop of global economic 
fragmentation, supply chain reconfiguration and 
geopolitical realignment in the region. China is 
the top trade partner for several South American 
countries. While advanced economies such as 
the United States and European Union members 
remain the largest foreign investors in terms of 
foreign direct investment (FDI) stock, Chinese 
firms are increasingly prominent players.1 In 
2023, China was the third-largest source of FDI 
project announcements after the United States 
and the United Kingdom (ECLAC, 2024). More 
than half of the region’s countries have joined 
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), seeking to 
benefit from expanded regional infrastructure 
and industrial upgrading.

This report examines the key shifts in China’s 
trade, investment, lending and infrastructure 
construction contract activity in LAC economies 
since 2013, with a focus on developments since 
many of these countries joined the BRI from 
2018. As a market of 653 million people, with a 
combined gross domestic product (GDP) worth 
almost $7 trillion (IMF, 2025b) and abundant 
natural resources, the region serves as both 
a supplier of commodities and a destination 
for Chinese manufactured goods and high-
tech products. China’s approach to economic 
partnerships in LAC reflects the diverse economic 
profiles and resource endowments across these 
countries. For instance, while economies like 
Brazil and Argentina offer vast agricultural and 

mineral commodities, Mexico presents different 
commercial opportunities in high-tech industries, 
with strong trade links with the US market. 

Specifically, the report seeks to answer the 
following questions:

•	 What form has China’s economic engagement 
in Latin America and the Caribbean taken in 
recent years?

•	 What are the main drivers behind China’s 
growing interest in the region (trade 
diversification, market expansion, resource 
access, strategic supply chain development)?

•	 How might China’s presence contribute to or 
constrain LAC’s development goals?

These questions are particularly salient given 
LAC’s persistent development challenges, 
including structural inequality, high fiscal 
deficits, low productivity, deindustrialisation and 
chronic lack of infrastructure finance (Maloney 
et al., 2025). 

The report is structured as follows. Section 1.1 
outlines recent developments in China–LAC 
economic cooperation. Section 2 looks at trends 
in China’s trade with Latin America and the 
Caribbean. Sections 3 and 4, which are the focus 
of this report, analyse trends in China’s overseas 
lending and project-level investment activity. 
These show that, while overall sovereign lending 
from Chinese financial institutions has declined 
in recent years, Chinese firms continue to make 
equity investments across industries. Section 5 
concludes. 
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1.1	 China–LAC cooperation in 
context

Pre-BRI economic engagement

Chinese engagement with the LAC region 
predates the BRI. Political and diplomatic ties 
formed first, beginning when several countries 
formally recognised the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) after UN Resolution 2758 in 1971.2 

Economic engagement accelerated through 
trade in the early 2000s, driven by China’s 
demand for commodities (Guo, 2023). China’s 
rapid industrialisation required significant 
mineral inputs (Perotti, 2015), while urbanisation, 
population growth, and environmental 
degradation prompted China to seek agricultural 
imports (Nadin et al., 2025). China’s growing 
presence in a region historically considered within 
the United States’ sphere of influence is typically 
framed within the broader geopolitical rivalry 
between the US and China (Villar, 2023). 

In 2008, the Chinese Government published its 
first policy paper on the LAC region. The paper 
stressed mutual respect, non-interference and 
development cooperation, while noting South 
America’s ‘abundant resources’ (Xinhua, 2008). 
In November 2016, the Chinese leadership 
released a second document marking a shift 
from rhetorical South–South solidarity towards 
a more structured and strategic framework for 
engagement (Chen, 2021). The paper sought to 
‘summarise experience’ and ‘draw a blueprint 

2	 Cuba was the first country to switch recognition from Taiwan to the PRC in 1960. As of 2024, seven countries 
in the region maintain full diplomatic relations with Taiwan: Belize, Guatemala, Haiti, Paraguay, St Kitts and 
Nevis, St Lucia, and St Vincent and the Grenadines. 

3	 Panama, the first LAC country to sign a memorandum of understanding (MoU) in 2017 (prior to the formal 
invitation), is the first and only country so far to exit the BRI, in February 2025. The Panamanian Government 
chose to not renew its BRI membership agreement amid growing pressure from the US, especially in relation 
to key assets in the Panama Canal, such as the concession given to Hong-Kong-based CK Hutchinson Holdings 
to operate two ports at either end of the canal (Rosendal, 2025). 

for the future’, aligning ‘high-quality capacity 
and advantageous equipment of China with the 
needs of Latin American and Caribbean countries, 
in order to help enhance their capacity for 
independent development’ (Xinhua, 2016). This 
shift from political and diplomatic engagement 
to a more formal economic partnership focused 
on trade and investment led to the creation of a 
new platform for cooperation in 2015 – the Forum 
of China and the Community of Latin American 
and Caribbean States (CELAC), also known as the 
China–CELAC forum. The forum’s first ministerial 
meeting launched the China–CELAC Cooperation 
Plan (2015–2019), which outlined priorities 
for cooperation in energy and resources, 
infrastructure construction, agriculture, 
manufacturing, scientific and technological 
innovation, and information technology (China–
CELAC Forum, 2015). 

LAC countries enter the BRI

Despite early trade links, investment and lending, 
LAC economies were not formally invited to join 
the BRI until 2018.3 At the second China–CELAC 
forum in Santiago, Chile, Chinese Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi signed a ‘Special Declaration on the Belt 
and Road Initiative’ and described the LAC region 
as a ‘natural extension’ of the Maritime Silk Road 
(Serrano-Moreno, 2023). In practice, as detailed 
in the following sections of the report, this 
framework largely continues and formalises pre-
2018 economic relations, rather than reshaping 
them (Jenkins, 2022; Serrano-Moreno, 2023). 
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Today, 22 out of 33 LAC countries participate 
in the BRI (Figure 1). The region’s two largest 
economies, Mexico and Brazil, have not formally 
joined, but nevertheless maintain deep bilateral 
economic relationships with China through other 
channels. For example, Brazil and China also 
cooperate through the BRICS platform.

Figure 1 Current BRI members in Latin America and 
the Caribbean

Source: Authors based on Nedopil (2025) 
Note: Panama, the first LAC country to sign an MoU in 
2017, exited in February 2025.

4	 For example, in July 2025 Brazil’s Infra S.A. (a state-owned company linked to the Ministry of Transport) 
and China Railway Economic and Planning Research Institute agreed to study the feasibility of a 4,500km 
transcontinental railway to connect Brazil’s Atlantic coast to Peru’s Chinese-funded Pacific port of Chancay 
(which opened in 2024), to act as trade link between China and South America (Patrick, 2025). 

With growing geopolitical rivalry and uncertainty 
between China and the US and inconsistent US 
engagement with LAC (such as tariffs and aid 
cuts), China is positioning itself as a champion 
of multilateralism. At the most recent China–
CELAC forum in May 2025, Chinese Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi stated that ‘bullying and power 
politics will lead to nowhere’ and to ‘jointly reject 
unilateralism’ (Wang, 2025). At the same forum, 
President Xi Jinping announced a new $9 billion 
(RMB-denominated) credit line and called for 
expanded cooperation in emerging areas such 
as clean energy, 5G telecommunications, the 
digital economy and artificial intelligence (MFA, 
2025). Key implementation details, including the 
allocation mechanism, disbursement timeline 
and country eligibility for the new funds, remain 
unspecified. 

China’s economic engagement presents 
an opportunity to address the significant 
infrastructure financing gap in Latin America at 
a time when US political and economic influence 
is receding (Bidegaray, 2025). The financing gap, 
estimated by the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IDB) to exceed $200 billion annually, is 
considered one of the primary constraints to 
economic growth in the region (Brichetti et al., 
2021). This includes both new infrastructure 
and maintenance and replacement of water 
and sanitation, electricity, transportation and 
telecommunications infrastructure. For China, this 
gap presents an opportunity to relocate capital 
and export some of its domestic overcapacity, 
while also constructing infrastructure to enable 
more efficient transportation along trade routes 
to and from LAC.4 

2018
2019
2022
2023
2025

Year of BRI 
MoU signature
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2	 China’s trade with Latin America 
and the Caribbean

5	 While the China–Panama FTA deal is still officially listed as ‘under negotiation’, at the time of writing 
negotiations appear to have stalled. The chances of a deal being signed in the near future appear slimmer 
following recent US pressure and Panama’s decision to not renew its BRI membership agreement. 

6	 The full members of the Southern Common Market, or Mercosur, trade bloc are Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Paraguay and Uruguay (Venezuela has been suspended since 2016). 

7	 Authors’ compilation based on the World Trade Organization (WTO) Regional Trade Agreements Database.

As discussed in the previous section, China’s 
economic engagement in Latin America and the 
Caribbean initially focused on trade. This section 
examines key trade patterns between China and 
the economies of the region from 2013 to 2024. 
Unless otherwise specified, the analysis draws on 
data from the World Integrated Trade Solution 
(WITS) database. 

2.1	 Overview of China–LAC 
merchandise trade

China’s trade with Latin America and the 
Caribbean has surged in recent years, making it 
the region’s second-largest trading partner overall 
– and the largest to South America. In 2024, total 
China–LAC merchandise trade reached $510 
billion, nearly double the $259 billion in 2013 
(Figure 2). Since 2013, China’s exports to Latin 
America and the Caribbean have grown at 7.7% 
year-on-year (YoY) on average, while imports 
from the region have grown at an average 6.9%. 

A network of regional trade agreements (RTAs) 
anchors the trade partnership. China has more 
free trade agreements (FTAs) with countries in 
Latin America than in any other region outside 
Asia (MOFCOM, 2024b). Bilateral FTAs have 
been signed with Ecuador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, 
Peru and Chile, and agreements with Panama 
and Honduras are under negotiation.5 Uruguayan 

officials have expressed interest in pursuing 
an agreement, and the possibility of a broader 
China–Mercosur arrangement during President 
Luis Lacalle Pou’s visit to Beijing in 2023 (Cash, 
2023).6 All but the China–Ecuador agreement are 
also economic integration agreements (EIAs), 
which means they include goods, services and 
investment. The agreements with Ecuador and 
Nicaragua were signed in 2023, one and five 
years after the countries had joined the BRI, 
respectively.7 

China–LAC trade is highly concentrated, both 
in terms of geography and products traded. 
Four countries – Brazil, Mexico, Chile and Peru – 
accounted for 76% of China’s total trade volume 
with Latin America and the Caribbean between 
2013 and 2024. Brazil has consistently been the 
top partner, representing 36% of China’s trade 
with the region over this period. On average, 
China has maintained a trade surplus with the 
LAC region since 2013 (Figure 2). In 2024, this 
amounted to nearly $29.5 billion and in the same 
year, only three countries – Brazil, Chile and Peru, 
reported trade surpluses with China. 
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Figure 2 China’s merchandise trade with Latin America and the Caribbean, 2013–2024
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Broadly speaking, China imports primary 
commodities, and exports manufactured and 
electronic goods. In 2024, just under $200 
billion, or 83% of China’s total imports from 
LAC economies, were unprocessed agricultural 
products, minerals, base and industrial metals, and 
fuels (Figure 3). In 2024, 66% of China’s imports 
from Latin America and the Caribbean comprised 
five products: copper ores and concentrates, 
soya beans, iron ores and concentrates, crude 
petroleum, and bovine meat. Over half of China’s 

exports to the region are finished electronic 
goods, machinery and transport equipment 
(Figure 4). In 2024, the top five products exported 
– telephone sets, motor vehicles, auto parts, flat-
rolled iron and steel, and monitors and projectors 
– only accounted for 17% of China’s total exports 
to the region. Table 1 shows that, apart from 
Mexico, in 2024 China primarily sourced crude oil, 
agricultural and mineral commodities such as soya 
beans, and copper and precious metals from its 
top trade partners in the region.
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Figure 3 China’s imports from Latin America and the Caribbean by sector, 2013–2024

Source: Authors’ analysis based on WITS data 

Figure 4 China’s exports to Latin America and the Caribbean by sector, 2013–2024

Source: Authors’ analysis based on WITS data

China’s trade relationship with Mexico is distinct 
in the broader LAC context. Unlike other 
partnerships centred on commodity trade, the 
China–Mexico relationship is also underpinned by 
competition in manufacturing assembly. However, 
US tariffs on specific Mexican industries, actual 

and threatened, may change this. For example, 
Mexican agricultural products are particularly 
exposed to US tariffs compared to the agricultural 
exports of other LAC countries, as almost 92% of 
Mexico’s agricultural exports are destined for the 
US (Glauber and Gianatiempo, 2025). 
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These trade restrictions may lead to a further 
diversion of some agricultural trade towards 
China, which has also been diversifying food 
imports away from the US and building up the 
resilience of its overseas agricultural supply chains 
(Nadin et al., 2025). In 2025, China’s retaliatory 

tariffs on US soya bean imports led to Chinese 
buyers sourcing more than 85% of soya beans 
imported in August from Brazil, with rising shares 
also being imported from Argentina (Cao and 
Thukral, 2025; Zuo and Nurmamat, 2025). 

Table 1 China’s imports from LAC by main trade partner and product, 2024

Country Top 5 imports and their share of total imports from selected trade partner (%)

Brazil Soya beans (31%), Iron ores and concentrates (25%), Crude petroleum (19%), Bovine meat 
(5%), Chemical wood pulp (4%)

Chile Copper ores and concentrates (52%), Refined copper and copper alloys (13%), Stone fruit 
(10%), Carbonates (5%), Chemical wood pulp (5%)

Peru Copper ores and concentrates (58%), Precious metal ores and concentrates (12%), Iron ores 
and concentrates (10%), Animal feed (5%), Refined copper and copper alloys (4%)

Mexico Copper ores and concentrates (18%), Electronic integrated circuits (13%), Medical instruments 
(11%), Precious metal ores and concentrates (11%), Motor vehicle parts (6%)

Ecuador Crustaceans (39%), Crude petroleum (37%), Copper ores and concentrates (14%), Precious 
metal ores and concentrates (3%), Bananas (2%)

Source: Authors’ analysis based on WITS data 

Commodity booms can stimulate growth beyond 
the primary sector through spillover effects to 
adjacent sectors in the economy. A recent study 
from Uruguay shows that a surge in beef exports 
to China triggered widespread growth in wages, 
employment and sales in upstream service sector 
firms supplying the beef exporters. Firms that 
supplied the suppliers of exporters, such as those 
in IT, transportation and professional services, 
also experienced growth (Amodio et al., 2025). 
However, the heavy reliance on exports of a small 
number of commodities increases vulnerability 
to fluctuations in commodity prices and external 
demand shocks. Commodity exporters such as 
Brazil, which export heavily to China, will also be 
affected by the economic slowdown in China if 
it results in lower demand for raw materials and 
commodities (Yueh, 2024). 

Although the United States remains the main 
trading partner for Central America, Mexico 
and the Caribbean, this is no longer the case in 
South America. Since 2015, China has been South 
America’s single largest trading partner (Figure 
5). In 2024, China accounted for 25% of South 
America’s total exports and 24% of total imports. 
While the US is still the primary destination for 
the region’s manufactured exports, China is 
the main purchaser of agricultural and mineral 
commodities, and a key supplier of intermediate 
goods (Ayres et al., 2025). Notably, China 
accounts for a smaller share of Caribbean 
merchandise trade than both the United States 
and the European Union. 
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Figure 5 Share of Latin America and the Caribbean’s merchandise trade with selected trade partners, 
2013–2024

Source: Authors’ analysis based on WITS data

8	 The Caribbean Community, or CARICOM, is a political and economic union whose primary objective is to 
promote economic integration and cooperation among its members. The 15 full members are: Antigua 
and Barbuda, Belize, Dominica, Grenada, Haiti, Montserrat, St Kitts and Nevis, St Lucia, St Vincent and the 
Grenadines, The Bahamas, Barbados, Guyana, Jamaica, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago. 

The trade landscape for the LAC region is evolving 
as economic alliances are realigned, supply 
chains are reconfigured and trade policies shift. 
Trade tensions between the US and China have 
significant implications for growth prospects 
in the region. For example, in 2018–2019, 60% 
of Mexico’s exports were products destined for 
China and the US (Ayres et al., 2025). Relations 
with external trading partners are of particular 

importance as Latin America and the Caribbean 
is one of the least integrated regions in the world, 
with intra-regional trade accounting for just 
15% of total goods traded. This is far lower than 
Europe (68%) and Asia (55%) (ibid.). Even major 
regional economic blocs such as Mercosur and 
CARICOM have struggled to deepen trade ties 
among members, opting instead to prioritise 
external markets (ibid.).8 
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3	 Chinese lending to Latin 
America and the Caribbean

9	 See Section A1 in the Annex for details on the lending classification.
10	 The CODF database captures only a subset of the transactions tracked by GCDF. While there should be a large 

overlap between the ODA-like and OOF entries recorded by CODF and GCDF, CODF data understates the full 
universe of Chinese overseas lending. Hence, we see the two databases as comparable only for the ODA-like 
and OOF categories. These methodological differences are discussed in detail in Section A2 of the Annex. 

This section outlines the scale, distribution, 
modalities and institutions behind China’s lending 
to Latin America and the Caribbean in the decade 
from 2013 to 2024. The analysis encompasses 
overseas financial transfers from China’s central 
government and government agencies, state-
owned policy banks and commercial banks, as 
well as export credits and project loans issued 
by state-owned enterprises (SOEs) and private 
companies.9

The precise scale of Chinese overseas finance 
remains difficult to verify due to a lack of official 
disclosure. We draw primarily on AidData’s 
Global Chinese Development Finance (GCDF) 
dataset (Version 3.0), which tracks lending by 
China’s official sector institutions through 2021. 
To fill the coverage gap and capture preliminary 
trends in foreign aid flows and Other Official 
Flows (OOF) from 2022–2024, we supplement 
this with information on loans from the 
Export-Import Bank of China (Eximbank) and 
China Development Bank (CDB) from Boston 
University’s China’s Overseas Development 
Finance (CODF) database.10 

The trends in lending presented here are 
consistent with global trends in Chinese overseas 
lending – Chinese financial institutions are 
reducing financial risk in their portfolios by issuing 

fewer new loans and entering syndicated loan 
structures. At the same time, China’s willingness 
to engage in debt restructuring in the region, as 
well as the credit line announced at the latest 
China–CELAC forum (Section 1.1), indicate a 
desire to maintain goodwill and strong links with 
the LAC region. 

3.1	 Overview of China’s lending to 
Latin America and the Caribbean

Between 2013 and 2021, Chinese financial 
institutions (FIs) disbursed over $145 billion in 
lending to countries in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. More than half of these transfers 
consisted of non-concessional loans, or OOF, 
that is, preferential export buyers’ credits from 
Eximbank and middle- and long-term project 
loans by CDB. Over one-fifth were commercial 
loans from China’s state-owned commercial 
banks, SOEs or private companies (Panel A, 
Figure 6). Chinese foreign aid flows, which 
correspond to ‘Official Development Assistance 
(ODA)-like’ transfers, constitute a minor share 
of Chinese finance in the region, accounting for 
less than 3% of total lending over this period. 
This small share is explained by two factors: 
first, ODA finances smaller projects compared 
to standard lending instruments and second, 
many LAC economies have achieved middle-
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income status and do not require the same level 
of concessional assistance as lower-income 
regions. To put this into perspective, for every 

11	 Calculation is based on the ratio of the combined value of OOF, Commercial Financing and Public-Private Co-
financing to the value of ODA-like loans or grants. Note: OOF flows dominate Chinese official finance because 
lending overwhelmingly targets the energy and industry, mining and construction sectors (see Section 3.2), 
which generate financial returns and do not typically attract grants. 

$1 of grants, zero-interest or concessional loans 
committed, Chinese FIs provided $33 of non-
concessional or market-rate loans.11 

Figure 6 Annual lending from China to Latin America and the Caribbean, 2013–2024

Source: Authors’ analysis based on AidData GCDF 3.0 and BU (2025) CODF database
Note: The China Co-financing Fund for Latin America and the Caribbean is a $2 billion facility financed by PBoC and 
administered by the IDB. 
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The People’s Bank of China (PBoC) has expanded 
its bilateral currency swap agreements network 
to the LAC region.12 Between 2013 and 2021, the 
Central Bank of the Argentine Republic (BCRA) 
and the Central Bank of Suriname (CBVS) drew 
down over $20 billion in borrowing through these 
currency swaps. As of 2025, active currency swap 
agreements are in place with the central banks of 
Brazil, Argentina and Chile (PBoC, 2025). 

The arrival of the BRI in Latin America and 
the Caribbean has not increased the inflow 
of Chinese loans to the region, which peaked 
three years earlier. The sharp increase in 
lending in 2015 was primarily driven by two 
oil-backed loans from CDB to the Government 
of Venezuela and a renewal of the Joint 
China–Venezuela Fund between CDB and the 
Venezuelan Economic and Social Development 
Bank, collectively worth $20 billion. Even 
excluding these outliers, Chinese lending has 
declined significantly since 2016, with annual 
disbursements (excluding currency swap 
drawdowns) falling to under $6 billion by 2018–
2021. For ODA-like and OOF flows the decline 
is even more dramatic, with these categories 
averaging just $2 billion annually by 2018–2021, 
the period after the BRI was extended to the 
LAC region. 

This decline in state-backed loans coincided with: 
(1) a global ramping down of Chinese overseas 
lending as Chinese FIs came under increasing 
pressure to improve risk management practices 

12	 A currency swap agreement is a financial arrangement between two countries (typically, between their 
central banks) that allows them to exchange their national currencies at predetermined exchange rates. These 
agreements are primarily used to hedge interest rate or currency exposure, facilitate bilateral trade settlement 
using the countries’ national currencies, and to provide foreign currency liquidity support during periods of 
financial stress.

13	 This total share is largely unchanged (88%) when extending the analysis to more recent periods by using 
CODF data for the 2022–2024 period. 

14	 See Table 3 in the Annex for details. 

given large exposures to non-performing loans; 
(2) worsened macroeconomic conditions in 
borrowing countries during the pandemic; 
and (3) supply chain interruptions suspending 
construction projects (Myers and Ray, 2022; 
Parks et al., 2023). The most recent data suggests 
a potential post-Covid recovery in 2024 (Panel 
B, Figure 6), but given China’s own economic 
slowdown it is unlikely that sovereign lending will 
rebound to its peak levels. 

3.2	 Where is Chinese lending going? 

Chinese lending to Latin America and the 
Caribbean is highly concentrated both 
geographically and by sector. Between 2013 and 
2021, five South American countries – Venezuela, 
Argentina, Brazil, Peru and Ecuador – absorbed 
89% of Chinese loans to the region, receiving 
approximately $43 billion, $30 billion, $30 billion, 
$12 billion and $12 billion, respectively.13 Under 
3% of Chinese lending over this period went to 
the Caribbean (mainly to Jamaica, Cuba, and 
Trinidad and Tobago) and just over 1% went 
to Central American economies (mainly to 
Costa Rica, Panama, Honduras and El Salvador). 
This concentration has persisted in recent 
years: between 2022 and 2024, Brazil received 
an additional $4 billion through seven new 
loan agreements.14 In October 2025, Brazil’s 
National Development Bank (BNDES) and 
Eximbank announced the launch of a $1 billion 
joint investment fund to finance capital market 
investments focused on sectors such as energy 
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transition, infrastructure and artificial intelligence 
in Brazil, starting in 2026 (Ogier, 2025). Over half 
of the lending classified as OOF between 2013 and 
2021 was directed to Venezuela, primarily through 
CDB-issued oil-backed loans for balance of 

15	 Oil-backed loan deals typically involve a financial agreement in which one of China’s policy banks lends to 
a borrowing government, and a commercial agreement in which Chinese importers purchase oil from the 
borrower country’s state-owned oil company – in this case, Petróleos de Venezuela (PdVSA). The oil company 
then uses its daily oil proceeds from sales to China to repay the (collateralised) loans to Chinese policy 
banks (Kaplan and Penfold, 2019). According to the AidData GCDF 3.0 database, the last of these OOF loans 
to Venezuela was committed in 2018 to boost oil production in the Orinco Belt, likely to recover China’s 
outstanding oil collateral after the collapse of Venezuela’s oil industry (Kaplan and Penfold, 2019). 

16	 There has been limited lending to LAC countries that maintain diplomatic relations with Taiwan. Since 2013, 
there has been limited ODA-like assistance to Haiti, and $68 million in lending to Paraguay and Honduras, 
mainly through the IDB-administered China Co-financing Fund supported by PBoC.

payments and working capital support or oil field 
development projects (Figure 7).15 Brazil, Ecuador 
and Chile have been the primary destinations for 
Chinese commercial financing in Latin America 
and the Caribbean.16 

Figure 7 Composition of Chinese loans to LAC by country and lending category, 2013–2021

Source: Authors’ analysis based on AidData GCDF 3.0

Looking at sectoral concentration, over half of 
all Chinese project loans to Latin America and 
the Caribbean in 2013–2021 were committed to 
projects in the energy and industry, mining and 

construction sectors. These sectors were also 
more likely to attract commercial financing – 61% 
of commercial transactions were for projects in 
these sectors. 
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3.3	 How are Chinese institutions 
lending in Latin America and the 
Caribbean?

Lending institutions

As introduced in Section 3.1, commercial lenders, 
including state-owned commercial banks and 
SOEs, have become increasingly prominent 

17	  Authors’ analysis based on AidData GCDF 3.0 (2013–2021) and CODF data (2022–2024). 

creditors in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
While overall lending from China has declined 
in recent years, commercial financing, primarily 
from the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China 
(ICBC) and Bank of China (BOC), accounted for 
more than half of all Chinese loans between 2019 
and 2021 (Figure 8). This is despite the average 
commercial loan size being smaller than the 
average policy bank loan. 

Figure 8 Composition of China’s lending to Latin America and the Caribbean by creditor, 2013–2021

Source: Authors’ analysis based on AidData GCDF 3.0
Note: SOE is State-owned enterprise. PBoC is People’s Bank of China. MOFCOM is China’s Ministry of Commerce. 

Chinese policy banks are not the dominant 
creditors they once were. Between 2013 and 
2017, CDB and Eximbank accounted for 69% of all 
Chinese lending to the region (Figure 8). CDB has 
historically played the larger role, disbursing on 

average 78% of all OOF loans between 2013 and 
2024. While overall policy bank loans fell sharply 
in 2018, recent estimates indicate a rebound, with 
loan volumes from CDB and Eximbank more than 
doubling in 2024 compared to the previous year.17 
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The PBoC has maintained a presence through two 
channels: emergency liquidity provision and co-
financing with the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IDB). PBoC’s lending spiked in 2018 
primarily due to the currency swap drawdown by 
the central bank of Argentina. Outside of currency 
swaps, the PBoC has channelled its regional 
activity through its $2 billion contribution to the 
China Co-financing Fund, established jointly with 
the IDB in 2013 to support public and private 
sector projects in the region. 

A growing share of Chinese lending to Latin 
America and the Caribbean involves Chinese 
contributions to syndicated lending arrangements 
or co-financing from non-Chinese financial 
institutions. A syndicated loan is one to which 
several lenders contribute on the same terms 
and conditions, and is typically administered by 
a lead arranger appointed by the syndicate to 
manage the administration on their behalf. In 2021, 
47% of Chinese lending to the region involved 
syndication, compared to less than 2% in 2013.18 
Syndicated loans are particularly prominent 
among China’s state-owned commercial banks, 
with ICBC and Bank of China accounting for 
58% between 2013 and 2021. CDB was involved 
in another 21% of these arrangements. The 
increasing role of syndicated lending, in Latin 
America and elsewhere, is one of the ways in 
which Chinese banks are reducing their exposure 
to project or sovereign risks in borrower countries 
(Parks et al., 2023; Chen and Emery, 2025).

Syndicated lending in energy and mining 
projects often involves collaboration between 
different Chinese financial institutions, including 
co-financing by commercial and policy banks. 
Several of the largest syndicated deals in the 
energy and mining sectors involved lending to 

18	  Authors’ analysis based on non-emergency loans recorded in AidData GCDF 3.0. 

firms for investment and acquisitions of mining 
sites or power production plants. For example, 
in 2020, ICBC, Bank of China, CDB and Eximbank 
contributed to an $800 million syndicated 
revolving credit facility to support the operational 
funding requirements of Minera Las Bambas, one 
of Peru’s leading copper miners. Non-Chinese 
financial institutions have been involved in 
large-ticket transactions, particularly since 2018, 
including American, European and Japanese 
institutions such as JPMorgan Chase, MUFG Bank, 
Santander, Bank of America and Mizuho Bank. 
The largest recent deal was a 2020 $4 billion 
syndicated bridge loan between ICBC, Bank of 
China, Santander and MUFG to China Yangtze 
Power International (CYPI) for its acquisition of 
Sempra Energy’s energy assets in Peru. 

External debt owed to China

China is a relatively minor creditor in Latin 
America and the Caribbean compared to 
multilateral and private lenders. According to the 
most recently reported data, in 2023 23% of the 
region’s public and publicly guaranteed (PPG) 
debt was owed to multilateral creditors (such as 
the World Bank or Inter-American Development 
Bank) and 71% was owed to private lenders (such 
as bondholders and commercial banks) (Figure 9). 
Only 6% of external PPG debt was owed to official 
bilateral creditors, of which half was to China. 
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Figure 9 Share of LAC countries’ external PPG debt stock by creditor, 2023

Source: Authors’ analysis based on the World Bank’s International Debt Statistics (IDS) and World Bank (2024)
Note: Based on long-term external PPG debt stock, excluding IMF credit. World Bank includes International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) and International Development Association (IDA) loans. 

19	 The World Bank’s DRS definition of bilateral lenders covers governments and their agencies, including central 
banks, official export credit agencies and public entities, but excludes commercial banks even if they are state-
owned (Horn et al., 2021). 

While China is the single largest bilateral creditor 
to 9 of the 23 economies that report debt 
data – such as Suriname, Argentina and Bolivia 
– none of these countries owe more to China 
than to multilateral or private lenders (Figure 
10). However, it is important to note that this 
likely understates the full extent of debt owed to 
Chinese financial institutions due to the contested 
classification of Chinese lenders and the Debt 
Reporting System’s (DRS’s) restrictive definition 
of bilateral lending.19 For example, CDB insists 

on being treated as a commercial entity in debt 
restructuring processes (Makoff et al., 2025). 
Hence, government-to-government lending 
through Chinese Government agencies and 
Eximbank is considered official bilateral debt, but 
loans from China’s state-owned commercial banks 
or some of CDB’s loans would be excluded from 
this category. Moreover, Chinese loans sometimes 
contain legal clauses that restrict borrowing 
countries from publicly disclosing the amount or 
terms of the loans (Gelpern et al., 2024). 
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The shift in Chinese lending, especially since 
2018, has created new fiscal pressures for LAC 
economies. As new sovereign loan issuances from 
China have declined, debt service payments have 
started to come into effect, resulting in consistent 
negative net inflows from China to the region’s 
economies since 2021 (Figure 11). This means that 
countries in the region are now repaying more to 
Chinese creditors than they are receiving in new 
loans from China. 

This reversal coincides with a high and rising debt 
burden across the region. Several economies 

face soaring public debt levels accumulated over 
the past decade, which are compounded by low 
growth prospects, high financing costs in both 
domestic and foreign currency, and growing 
spending demands to address social needs (IMF, 
2024). Debt service now averages 10.9% of 
government spending in the largest economies 
(Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico 
and Peru), driven by continued high interest 
rates on the expanded stock of post-pandemic 
debt (Maloney et al., 2025). Total debt service 
payments on PPG debt to the United States have 
also increased since 2020 (Figure 12). 

Figure 10 Share of external PPG debt owed to China vs other creditors by country, 2023

Source: Authors’ analysis based on World Bank’s International Debt Statistics (IDS)
Note: 23 of the 33 LAC region countries report to the World Bank’s Debtor Reporting System (DRS). The DRS 
database does not cover high-income economies (e.g. Chile, Uruguay) or countries with unreliable public finance 
data (e.g. Venezuela). The chart includes only those that owe more than 1% of their external debt to China as of 2023. 
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Figure 11 Net lending from China to LAC and LAC countries’ debt service to China, 2013–2023

Source: Authors’ analysis based on World Bank’s International Debt Statistics (IDS)
Note: Net debt inflows represent new borrowing (disbursements) minus principal repayments on long-term official 
bilateral debt. Debt service payments are the sum of principal repayments and interest payments made in a given 
year. Data covers 23 of the 33 countries in the LAC region that report to the DRS. 

Figure 12 Net lending from the US to LAC and LAC countries’ debt service to the US, 2013–2023

Source: Authors’ analysis based on World Bank’s International Debt Statistics (IDS)
Note: Net debt inflows represent new borrowing (disbursements) minus principal repayments on long-term official 
bilateral debt. Debt service payments are the sum of principal repayments and interest payments made in a given 
year. Data covers 23 of the 33 countries in the LAC region that report to the DRS.
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Box 1 China’s approach to debt restructuring in Latin America and the 
Caribbean

Rising debt levels in LAC economies following the pandemic led to sovereign defaults and debt 
restructuring in several countries, including Argentina, Ecuador and Suriname. In debt negotiations 
in Latin America and elsewhere, Chinese creditors face institutional constraints to granting debt 
relief in the form of permanent face-value reductions, and have instead shown a preference for 
discretionary bilateral deals and adjustments of the terms of the debt (such as extending maturity 
or lowering interest rates). However, the specific form and timeline of the debt relief varies 
significantly depending on whether debtor countries engage through multilateral frameworks or 
purely bilateral channels. 

Suriname, one of the most indebted countries to China, began an Extended Fund Facility (EFF) 
programme with the IMF in 2021 to restore fiscal sustainability. After four years of negotiation 
with bilateral creditors and commercial bondholders, a final debt restructuring agreement was 
signed with China Eximbank and ICBC in November 2024. One of the challenges in negotiating 
with China was that the Chinese negotiating team did not want to give the IMF assurances on debt 
relief before holding their own bilateral negotiations with Suriname. The final agreement included 
rescheduling outstanding payments to Eximbank ($476 million, including $140 million in arrears) 
in two phases. The debt owed to ICBC ($68 million) is to be repaid in one tranche. Suriname’s 
President, Chandrikapersad Santokhi, reportedly visited Beijing to sign a preliminary framework on 
the debt reorganisation. China, along with Paris Club creditors, included review clauses in their debt 
restructuring agreements to revisit the terms of their agreement in the event that Suriname’s future 
oil revenues are higher than expected. 

In contrast, Ecuador pursued post-pandemic bilateral debt negotiations with China, outside of 
an IMF restructuring framework. In 2020, Ecuador negotiated a one-year delay of its principal 
repayments to China, resuming these payments as well as crude oil deliveries from the national 
oil company, Petroecuador, in the last quarter of 2021. The original interest rate of 7.16% was 
unchanged, while the outstanding debt was divided into 11 repayments of $38 million each. A second 
agreement in 2020 reached between CDB and Ecuador’s Ministry of Finance granted Ecuador a 
16-month grace period on an additional $474 million of debt. In 2022, Ecuador reached another 
bilateral deal with China’s two policy banks to provide $1.4 billion of debt relief through 2025 by 
extending maturities and adjusting interest rates. The debt restructuring extended the repayment 
deadlines to 2027 for CDB and 2032 for Eximbank. The deal was a symbolic step towards improving 
broader bilateral relations, and was notably followed by the signing of a free trade agreement a year 
later (Section 2.1). 

Sources: Authors’ compilation based on Makoff et al. (2025), Wu and Chen (2024), IMF (2025a), Caribbean Insight 
(2024), de la Torre et al. (2022)
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4	 Chinese outbound project-
level investment in Latin America 
and the Caribbean

20	 RED ALC-China’s Monitor contains data on transactions that are disbursed, rather than announced. 
Throughout this section, the value of transactions is shown in US dollars at current prices. 

This section provides a data-driven overview of 
the scale, sectoral and geographic distribution 
and modalities of Chinese firms’ project-level 
equity investment activity in Latin American and 
Caribbean economies from 2013 to 2024. Equity 
capital includes greenfield (new) investments 
and mergers and acquisitions (M&A). As official 
Chinese data on outbound FDI flows is highly 
aggregated, this section utilises the Monitor of 
Chinese OFDI in LAC (2025) dataset maintained 
by the Academic Network of Latin America and 
the Caribbean on China (Red ALC-China) to 
assess trends in Chinese project-level investment 
in the region.20 The sub-section on engineering 
and construction contracts uses data from the 
network’s Monitor of Chinese Infrastructure in 
Latin America and the Caribbean (2025). 

4.1	 Overview of China’s outbound 
FDI in Latin America and the 
Caribbean

Between 2013 and 2024, Chinese companies 
invested over $148 billion in Latin America and the 
Caribbean across 518 deals. The total amount of 
Chinese outbound FDI into the region remained 
relatively stable between 2014 and 2018 (Figure 
13). After peaking at $19.2 billion in 2019, there 
was a notable drop in outward investment in 
2020, likely due to the sudden disruption to global 
supply chains and delayed investment decisions 
in a context of heightened economic uncertainty. 
Since recovering in 2022, total investment 
volumes have declined, driven by fewer 
transactions overall and smaller average deal sizes 
in mergers and acquisitions. From 2023 to 2024, 
Chinese FDI in Latin America and the Caribbean 
declined by 11.8% (to $8.5 billion), a similar decline 
to the 12% fall in total inbound FDI flows to the 
region over that period (UNCTAD, 2025b). 
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Figure 13 Annual Chinese FDI into LAC, 2013–2024

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Monitor of Chinese OFDI in LAC (2025)

21	 The equivalent investment shares (2013–2024) for these countries are: Argentina (12%), Brazil (28%), Mexico 
(16%), Peru (21%), Chile (12%). There has been very limited Chinese investment activity in LAC countries 
that maintain diplomatic relations with Taiwan. Since 2013, there have been only four recorded investments, 
collectively worth $545.6 million, in Belize, Haiti and Honduras. While Honduras’ 2023 diplomatic shift came 
with expectations of increased energy financing from China, so far there have been no formal financial 
commitments or announcements (Woodford et al., 2023). 

22	 The investment data in this analysis tracks projects that have actually been funded and implemented 
(disbursed) in their final destination countries. Official Chinese statistics show that most Chinese investment 
flows to Latin America and the Caribbean are initially recorded as going to the Cayman Islands and British 
Virgin Islands – in 2023, these territories received $112.8 billion, representing 6.3% of China’s official total 
outbound FDI (MOFCOM, 2024a). However, these funds do not stay in these territories, instead typically 
passing through special purpose entities (SPEs) due to tax advantages. Since these SPEs in offshore tax havens 
do not engage in productive economic activity, relying on official statistics alone can provide a misleading 
picture of where Chinese investment ultimately ends up (Ortiz Velásquez, 2017). 

4.2	Where is Chinese FDI going?

Chinese investments in Latin America and the 
Caribbean remain overwhelmingly focused on 
the region’s largest economies. Similar to the 
geographic concentration of sovereign lending 
discussed in Section 3.2, five countries have 
received 89% of Chinese outbound project-level 

equity investments since 2013. Brazil led with 
$41.4 billion, followed by Peru ($31.2 billion), 
Mexico ($23.3 billion), Argentina ($18.5 billion) 
and Chile ($17.2 billion) (Figure 14).21 Overall, 
79% of investments were in South America, and 
16% in Mexico. Just 5% of Chinese investments 
in the LAC region reached Central America and 
Caribbean economies.22 
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Figure 14 Annual amount of FDI from China to LAC by country, 2013–2024

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Monitor of Chinese OFDI in LAC (2025) 

23	 This relationship is known as sectoral complementarity and is observed in the FDI patterns of advanced 
economies. Comparative advantage in a given sector is indicated by a high revealed comparative advantage 
(RCA) score, which occurs when the ratio of a country’s exports of a product to its total exports of all 
products exceeds the ratio for the world as a whole. It is a measure of a country’s relative competitiveness and 
export strength in a product (Ding et al., 2021). 

Since 2013, Chinese investment in Latin America 
and the Caribbean has been concentrated in 
a few key sectors, notably energy, mining and 
the automotive industry. The energy sector 
has attracted $50 billion, mining $43.4 billion 
and automotive $13.5 billion through 88, 87 and 
93 deals, respectively. Combined, these three 
industries account for 52% of all deals over the 
period (Figure 15). 

From the mid-2010s, Chinese investment in the 
region has generally aligned with sectors where 
China has a comparative advantage vis-à-vis the 

recipient country (e.g. utilities), or the recipient 
country’s advantage complements China’s 
excess demand (e.g. mineral supply) (Ding et 
al., 2021).23 In sectors where Chinese firms have 
a comparative advantage and are pushed to 
relocate capital away from domestically saturated 
markets, there are opportunities to address the 
investment and infrastructure gaps in LAC. This 
can yield positive local economic impacts when 
host countries have adequate absorption capacity 
to attract and manage FDI. 
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Figure 15 Annual amount of FDI from China to LAC by destination sector, 2013–2024

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Monitor of Chinese OFDI in LAC (2025)  
Note: Energy (all) includes clean energy projects, transmission and distribution projects, and electricity generation 
and exploration of fossil fuels. 
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The electricity sector has historically been 
a neglected sector in LAC countries, with 
significant investment gaps, particularly in grid 
modernisation (Brichetti et al., 2021). Against 
this backdrop, the electricity transmission 
and distribution segments are a major target 
for Chinese acquisitions. In Brazil, Chinese 
firms control 12% of national transmission 
infrastructure, in addition to owning and 
operating nearly half of São Paulo’s hydropower 
generation capacity (Barbosa, 2020). Chinese 
companies manage over 300 power plants, 
representing 10% of Brazil’s total generation 
capacity (ibid.). Similar trends are visible 
elsewhere: as of 2024, China Southern Power 
Grid and China Three Gorges Corporation 
own 100% of Lima’s electricity distribution 
market, which serves a third of Peru’s national 
market (Moreno Custodio, 2025). After several 
high-profile acquisitions in Chile, State Grid 
Corporation of China now controls over 57% of 
the country’s regulated electricity distribution 
market (Myers, 2023). 

Power generation and transmission infrastructure 
assets are strictly monitored by governments and 
regulators due to their strategic importance for 
national energy security, and Chinese firms, like 
any other foreign and domestic players, operate 
under the same conditions (Barbosa, 2020). 
What remains less clear, however, is whether 
these investments have filled short-term gaps 
and represent a national security risk such as a 
new dependency on external actors, or if they will 
result in genuine industrial upgrading.

An analysis of longer-term sectoral trends in 
Chinese FDI in Latin America and the Caribbean 
– comparing the most recent five-year period of 
project activity with the previous one – reveals 
that clean energy, mining and manufacturing 
(excluding automotive and electronics) have 

emerged as the primary areas of investment in 
the region. Clean energy project announcements 
– including solar, wind and hydropower 
development, energy storage, and domestic 
manufacturing of clean energy components such 
as batteries and wind turbines – increased by 50% 
from 2015–2019 to 2020–2024, while the number 
of other energy investments in transmission 
and distribution and fossil fuels declined by 15% 
(Figure 16). Previous analysis found that eight of 
the top ten solar module providers to projects 
in Latin America are Chinese, led by Longi, 
Jinko, Trina and JA (reflecting, in part, China’s 
dominance of global clean energy equipment 
manufacturing supply chains) (Park, 2023). There 
were 48 mining project announcements in 2020–
2024, up by 66% from 29 deals in 2015–2019. 
Manufacturing projects in industrial machinery 
and equipment, consumer products (furniture 
and textiles), chemicals and packaging also saw an 
increase relative to the previous five-year period. 

Chinese investments have shown a marked 
spatial concentration within major recipient 
countries since 2013. In Argentina, just over half 
of investments (by volume) have been in the 
‘Lithium Triangle’ provinces of Salta, Jujuy and 
Catamarca through 29 transactions – all but one 
of which are in the mining sector. In Brazil, 43% 
of investments have been in São Paulo, and in 
Chile, 64% are in Santiago. In Mexico, the capital 
has long been an important destination for 
investments, but since 2020, 47% of transactions 
have taken place in the northern industrial 
hub states of Nuevo León and Coahuila, in 
automotive and auto parts, as well as electronics 
manufacturing. 
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Figure 16 Chinese FDI deal growth by sector, 2020–2024 

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Monitor of Chinese OFDI in LAC (2025)
Note: The horizontal axis depicts each sector’s share of the total number of deals between 2020 and 2024. The 
vertical axis shows the five-year-period growth rate, calculated by comparing the numbers of deals in the periods 
2020–2024 and 2015–2019. Bubble sizes represent the average deal size (by value) during 2020–2024.

Two clear patterns emerge from this geographic 
concentration. First, major urban hubs and 
economically developed areas attract a diverse 
range of investment flows due to their large 
market sizes, high quality of infrastructure and 
availability of skilled labour. Second, in countries 
with abundant natural resources, resource-
producing regions attract disproportionately 
large investments. Mexico represents a unique 
case due to its deep economic partnership with 
the US, where Chinese-linked assets generally 

tend to cluster in the most competitive industrial 
and manufacturing hubs, and states with strong 
commercial and logistical links to the United 
States (Collins et al., 2025). Setting up factories 
in Mexico allows Chinese companies working 
with North American producers as part of global 
value chains to qualify for duty-free access into 
the US market, given tighter rules of origin under 
the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement 
(USMCA) (Ando et al., 2024). 
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Box 2 Deep dive on Chinese investments in Latin America’s EV assembly and 
battery industry

Several Latin American countries, led by Brazil, Mexico, Costa Rica and Colombia, are emerging 
as new centres for electric vehicle (EV) adoption growth, with sales in the region more than 
doubling year-on-year since 2022. This has largely been driven by the increased availability of 
affordable models imported from China – in 2024, Chinese original equipment manufacturers 
(OEMs) produced over 60% of EVs sold in these four markets and more than 80% of Latin 
America’s electric bus stock. Since 2020, countries in the region have been increasing their policy 
support for EVs, including EV sales and fleet targets, internal combustion engine (ICE) phase-out, 
and tax incentives for private sector investment in research and development (R&D) and local 
clean car manufacturing. 

Encouraged by these policies, Chinese OEMs are setting up local manufacturing and assembly plants 
for EVs. Brazil, the largest automotive market in LAC, has been the main destination for Chinese EV 
project investments so far. One of the leaders in the region is BYD, which began production at its 
new factory in Bahia in July 2025.24 Earlier in 2020, BYD established a lithium-iron-phosphate battery 
manufacturing plant, primarily for electric buses, in Manaus. The company’s first investment in Brazil 
was an electric bus chassis manufacturing facility in São Paulo in 2015. In 2021, another Chinese 
OEM, Great Wall Motors, acquired a former Mercedez-Benz plant in Iracemápolis, which it aims to 
turn into a manufacturing facility for hybrid vehicles by mid-2025. 

In 2023, Chery announced a $400 million investment to set up an EV factory in Argentina, although 
it is unclear whether the project has progressed. In Mexico, concerns around geopolitical tensions 
and tariffs from the US led to the rejection of a planned investment by BYD in July 2025, and there is 
uncertainty around previously announced plans by other OEMs.

While these investments introduce advanced EV technologies and create employment, whether 
recipient countries benefit from technology transfer and job creation will depend on local 
government policies, regulatory oversight and industrial strategies. The arrival of Chinese EV OEMs 
also poses risks for the competitiveness of local automotive industries against foreign subsidiaries. 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Monitor of Chinese OFDI in LAC (2025), IEA (2025), Castilhos Rypl and 
Lopes (2024), Kohli et al. (2022), desk research

24	 Construction of the plant was halted at the end of 2024 due to investigations into poor working conditions 
at the site. In May 2025, Brazilian labour prosecutors filed a lawsuit against BYD and two of their contractors 
(Magalhaes, 2025). 
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4.3	How is China investing in Latin 
America and the Caribbean?

What modes of equity financing 
are used?

Over the last three years, Chinese investment 
strategies in Latin America and the Caribbean 
have shifted towards greenfield development. 
In 2024, greenfield transactions represented 
74% of all project announcements in 2024, 
and since 2021, the number of greenfield deals 
made by Chinese companies has exceeded 
mergers and acquisitions (including both 
minority and control equity positions) (Figure 
17).25 In the last two years, the total volume 

25	 Note that some Chinese equity investments will also include joint ventures with local partners. There is 
evidence from a subset of South American countries that Chinese joint ventures have been on the rise 
(Urdinez and Myers, 2025). However, there is insufficient detail in our dataset to further break down the 
ownership structures.

26	 Since 2013, these averaged over $492 million compared to the average $192 million for a greenfield project.

of annual greenfield deals has also surpassed 
the total value of M&A transactions, despite 
historically higher average deal sizes for M&A 
projects.26 

Mexico and Brazil have emerged as primary 
destinations for Chinese greenfield investments, 
particularly in automotive plants and electronics 
manufacturing. In contrast, the energy and mining 
sectors in Brazil, Chile and Argentina attract the 
highest number of M&A deals on average (Figure 
18). In 2024, Chinese acquisitions reached their 
lowest levels in a decade, indicating a shift away 
from the acquisition-heavy approach of previous 
years as Chinese firms have gained experience in 
the region.

Figure 17 Chinese FDI by type of deal, 2013–2024

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Monitor of Chinese OFDI in LAC (2025)
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Figure 18 Sectoral breakdown of Chinese FDI by deal type (Greenfield vs M&A), 2013–2024 

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Monitor of Chinese OFDI in LAC (2025) 
Note: The values represent the share of greenfield or M&A deals for each sector based on total number of deals in 
the period 2013–2024.

Which Chinese companies have been 
involved in investments in Latin America 
and the Caribbean?

Chinese state-owned companies and large 
conglomerates have invested the largest sums 
since 2013. Among the leading investors by 
cumulative value of investments are the Chinese 
power SOEs State Grid Corporation of China 
($12.3 billion), China Three Gorges Corporation 
($11.7 billion) and State Power Investment 
Corporation ($8.9 billion) (Figure 19). With the 

exception of two greenfield deals by China Three 
Gorges Corporation, all investments by the 
three giants have focused on M&A deals in the 
energy sector. There is also a strong Chinese SOE 
presence in the mining industry, with over $21 
billion in deals (predominantly M&A) collectively 
made by China Minmetals Corporation, Zijin 
Mining Group, Tianqi Lithium and Jiangxi Ganfeng 
Lithium. Leading private technology and solar 
product manufacturers Huawei and Trina Solar 
are the main investors by total number of deals 
over this period.
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Figure 19 Top Chinese companies by number and value of investments in the LAC region, 2013–2024

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Monitor of Chinese OFDI in LAC (2025) 
Note: The chart includes the top 10 Chinese companies by value of cumulative investments, and the top companies 
by number of deals in the period 2013–2024, excluding any overlap. 
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Box 3 Job creation impact of Chinese FDI in LAC

One of the channels through which FDI is typically expected to contribute to economic 
development is employment and skills development. This box examines direct employment 
generation from Chinese greenfield investments in the region, as reported in public announcements. 
Due to data limitations, there is no distinction between permanent and temporary positions, the 
‘quality’ of these jobs, or the relative skill level required. The figures also do not capture indirect 
jobs (positions that may be created within the supply chain and local services supporting Chinese 
investments) or induced jobs (created as a result of more local economic activity).27 

Between 2013 and 2024, Chinese investments in new factories and operations are estimated to have 
created over 386,000 jobs in the region. The average number of jobs per greenfield project has 
also increased, from under 330 jobs in 2013 to over 1,220 jobs in 2024, largely driven by increased 
investment in auto parts manufacturing plants in Mexico. 

Figure 20 Jobs created from Chinese greenfield projects in LAC, 2013–2024

27	 Mergers and acquisitions (M&As) are excluded. These may sometimes lead to expansion and job growth at the 
acquiring firm but the Monitor data only records the number of employees working at the acquired firm at the 
time of the M&A transaction. 
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This employment generation has been geographically concentrated: Mexico, Colombia, Brazil, Peru 
and Argentina are the largest beneficiaries, accounting for 43%, 28%, 9%, 6% and 4% of these 
positions, respectively. The other 9% of jobs were distributed among 19 LAC countries. The largest 
share of these jobs was created in the transport sector, through the expansion of Didi Chuxing 
Technology’s ride-hailing service to Mexico, Costa Rica and Colombia. The automotive sector was 
the second-largest cluster for job creation, accounting for around 18% of all direct jobs over this 
period, followed by manufacturing of industrial equipment, machinery and furniture, with 10% of 
jobs. Mining sector jobs were predominantly concentrated in Argentina and Peru, while Brazil and 
Mexico were the largest recipients of jobs in the electronics sector. 

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Monitor of Chinese OFDI in LAC (2025)

28	 This analysis is based on engineering, construction and service delivery contracts won by Chinese firms to 
build infrastructure projects that were carried out, not just announced. These contracts typically result from 
a bidding process but may also be by direct appointment. The infrastructure belongs to the client requesting 
this service. 

Engineering, construction and service 
delivery contracts

Unlike Chinese FDI to Latin America and 
the Caribbean, the number of Chinese-built 
infrastructure projects in the region has 
expanded, especially starting in 2019 (Figure 21).28 
Chinese engineering and service contractors 
in the LAC region have focused on the energy 
($44 billion) and transport ($51 billion) sectors 
in Mexico, Argentina and Brazil, with these three 
countries accounting for half of energy and 
transport-related contracts awarded to Chinese 
firms since 2013. Transport sector projects 
include railways and urban mobility networks, 
roads and bridges, and energy projects cover 
fossil fuel and renewable energy generation 
plants, and transmission and distribution 
networks. Across all sectors, 68% of projects were 
contracted in six countries – Mexico, Argentina, 
Brazil, Ecuador, Bolivia and Chile.

Infrastructure contracts have been dominated 
by SOEs rather than private companies. Between 
2013 and 2024, SOEs such as China Harbour 
Engineering Company (CHEC) and Sinohydro 
were awarded 184 contracts worth nearly $98 
billion, while private firms such as Yutong and 
Hytera won 72 contracts worth over $10 billion. 
Since the marked spike in contracts in 2019, 187 
infrastructure projects worth $82 billion have 
generated over 650,000 jobs in the region. 
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Figure 21 Chinese infrastructure projects in Latin America and the Caribbean, 2013–2024 

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Monitor of Chinese Infrastructure in LAC (2025)
Note: The data tracks infrastructure projects that were completed, not just announced. Projects are recorded in the 
year in which the contract was awarded.
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5	 Looking ahead
This section presents the emerging themes analysed in this report and highlights potential future 
developments to watch regarding China’s economic engagement in Latin America and the Caribbean. 

5.1	 Emerging themes and 
implications

•	 Shift from loans for projects to more 
company-led equity investment. The sharp 
decline observed in Chinese lending to Latin 
America and the Caribbean since 2018 is not 
mirrored across the equity investments by 
Chinese state-owned and private firms in the 
region. While Chinese FDI has also experienced 
a decline since 2022, the magnitude of this fall 
has not been as sharp as for lending. While 
Chinese financial institutions have reduced 
their exposure to LAC economies due to 
tighter credit conditions and heightened risk 
awareness, Chinese companies across critical 
minerals, energy, automotive and industrial 
manufacturing continue to pursue commercial 
opportunities from market expansion in these 
high-return sectors. This likely also reflects a 
maturation of Chinese companies in the region, 
as they no longer rely on intermediation by 
Chinese financial institutions (Ray et al., 2024). 

•	 Diversification of Chinese investment 
interests in LAC. While the involvement 
of Chinese companies in the mining supply 
chains of South American economies (such 
as lithium in Argentina and copper in Chile) 
is likely to continue to grow, Chinese FDI is 
increasingly targeting higher-tech industrial 
segments. Project-level announcements of 
Chinese firms’ investments in Latin America and 
the Caribbean over the last five years indicate 
increasing interest in electric mobility, clean 
energy, and industrial and consumer product 
manufacturing. Specifically, clean energy 
project announcements – including solar, wind 
and hydropower development, energy storage, 
and component manufacturing – increased by 
50% from 2015–2019 to 2020–2024. Chinese 
investment strategies have also shifted towards 
greenfield over M&A projects in the last three 
years, with greenfield transactions accounting 
for over two-thirds of project announcements 
in 2024. 
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5.2	 What to watch

•	 How will US trade policy impact Chinese 
FDI flows and trade with LAC? The evolving 
trade policies of the US towards both China 
and LAC economies are reshaping the current 
investment and trade landscape. As the US 
expands tariffs and other trade restrictions, 
Chinese firms may seek to deepen their 
presence in LAC markets to mitigate exposure 
to US protectionism. Mexico, for example, 
is well-positioned to attract near-shoring 
investment from China as firms relocate 
production to maintain preferential access 
to the US market under the USMCA. At the 
same time, closer US scrutiny of Chinese 
exports – particularly in strategic sectors such 
as electric vehicles – may divert Chinese trade 
towards LAC economies, where regulatory 
environments are more permissive. For LAC 
countries negatively affected by US tariffs, 
this may trigger an intensification of trade 
flows with China. However, this reorientation 
is occurring amid growing pressure from the 
US on LAC governments to limit strategic 
engagement with China. The case of Panama’s 
exit from the BRI illustrates this dynamic. 

•	 What is the future of Chinese lending in the 
region? The announcement of a new RMB-
denominated $9 billion credit line in May 2025 
did not come with details for the timeframe 
or mechanisms under which this money will 
be disbursed. However, it suggests that China 
is willing to align more closely with the region 
as the Trump administration pushes for a 
less favourable Latin America agenda. While 
lending may never quite bounce back to pre-
2018 levels, the announcement signals that any 
future loans may also be part of China’s drive to 
internationalise its currency and reduce dollar 
dominance in the international financial system 
(Chapman et al., 2025). 
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Methodological annex

A1 Classification of China’s overseas lending

China’s model of lending and official finance does not fit neatly within the long-established 
framework and criteria for development financing used by the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) Development Assistance Committee (DAC) members. 
For example, despite their state ownership, China’s four main commercial banks extend loans 
at commercial rates and are not considered part of its official lending. For comparability with 
OECD approaches, the classification used in the AidData GCDF V3.0 (2023) dataset has been 
adapted to reflect the four main categories of the OECD system for classifying development 
and other types of finance. These are: Official Development Assistance (ODA)-like flows, Other 
Official Flows (OOF), Commercial Financing and Public-Private co-financing.

The authors have added two additional categories for financing by the People’s Bank of China 
(PBoC). The first and main channel of lending is through currency swap agreements, whereby 
a foreign central bank draws down on the swap line. The second category captures project 
loans disbursed under the China Co-financing Fund for Latin America and the Caribbean. 
This is a regional co-financing fund funded by an initial $2 billion capital contribution by the 
PBoC and administered by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB). Table 2 details the 
breakdown used throughout the report. 
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Table 2 ‘OECD-like’ composition of China’s overseas lending

Category by 
China

Category by 
OECD-DAC

Lending instrument Managing institution

Foreign aid Official 
Development 
Assistance 
(ODA)-like

Grants
Funded from foreign aid budget

CIDCA, MOFCOM

Interest-free/zero-interest loans 
(or ‘soft loans’)
Funded from foreign aid budget

CIDCA, MOFCOM and Eximbank

Concessional loans (or ‘soft loans’) Eximbank (Preferential Loans 
Department) (upon CIDCA 
approval)

Other Official 
Flows (OOF)

Other Official 
Flows (OOF)

Preferential Export Buyers’ Credits
Export Buyers’ Credits

Eximbank (upon approval from 
MOFCOM)

Commercial 
loans

Middle- and long-term project 
loans (often insured by Sinosure)

CDB

Commercial 
Financing

Commercial loans and Export 
Buyers’ Credits
(middle- and long-term project 
loans, market-oriented, usually 
insured by Sinosure)

Four major Chinese state-owned 
commercial banks: Bank of China, 
Industrial and Commercial Bank of 
China, China Construction Bank, 
Agricultural Bank of China

State-owned enterprises (e.g. China 
National Petroleum Company)

Chinese private companies (e.g. 
Huawei)

N/A Public-Private 
Co-financing

Projects co-funded by both policy 
banks and commercial lenders

N/A

N/A Currency 
Swap

Currency swap agreements between 
the People’s Bank of China and 
foreign central banks

PBoC

N/A China Co-
financing 
Fund for LAC

Project loans funded under a 
multilateral investment and financial 
cooperation fund established by 
People’s Bank of China with a capital 
contribution of $2 billion

PBoC (funder) and IDB 
(implementing agency)

Source: Authors, building on Custer et al. (2023) 
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A2 Supplementary note on the lending data

The latest public release of AidData’s Global Chinese Development Finance (GCDF) Version 3.0 
dataset includes information on financial commitments up to and including 2021. To update 
the trends in Chinese development finance to Latin America and the Caribbean for more 
recent periods (2022–2024), this report draws on the China’s Overseas Development Finance 
(CODF) database maintained by the Boston University Global Development Policy Center 
(BU, 2025). This tracks overseas loan commitments from China’s two policy banks, the China 
Development Bank (CDB) and Export-Import Bank of China (Eximbank), to governments, 
inter-governmental bodies and state-owned entities. 

It is important to note that there are significant differences in the coverage of GCDF and 
CODF, particularly as CODF only contains data on two lending institutions and a smaller 
selection of debt instruments. For example, CODF by default excludes information on lending 
from China’s commercial banks or private sector, currency swap drawdowns, or lending to 
special purpose vehicles, joint ventures or private sector entities in recipient economies. As 
such, the CODF data likely understates the full extent of Chinese official lending during 2022–
2024. It is included in this report solely to provide an indicative overview of ODA-like and OOF 
flows and to help address the temporal gaps in AidData coverage. 

The additional loans committed by Eximbank and CDB in the period 2022–2024 are included 
in Table 3. These have been classified as Official Development Assistance (ODA) or Other 
Official Flows (OOF) by the authors based on the approach outlined above (see A1). Only one 
of the loans (Barbados in 2022) is considered to meet the requirements for a concessional 
loan from Eximbank, which is a RMB-denominated loan issued to government institutions on 
below-market terms, typically with (i) 20-year maturities; (ii) 5-year grace periods; and (iii) 2% 
interest rates (AidData, 2023). 

Table 3 Additional loans from China’s Overseas Development Finance (CODF) Database, 2022–2024

Year Country Project Lender Borrower Amount  
($ million)

Category

2022 Guyana East Coast Road Project, 
Phase II

Eximbank National 
Government

192 OOF

2022 Barbados Scotland District Road 
Rehabilitation (56 roads, 
224km)

Eximbank National 
Government

120.99 ODA

2022 Costa Rica Credit line to BNCR for 
on-lending

CDB Banco Nacional 
de Costa Rica 
(BNCR)

50 OOF

2022 Brazil Banco do Brasil term 
facility

CDB Banco do Brasil 500 OOF
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2023 Brazil Investments in energy, 
green economy and 
technology: long-term 
facility

CDB BNDES 800 OOF

2023 Brazil Investments in energy, 
green economy and 
technology: short-term 
facility

CDB BNDES 500 OOF

2024 Brazil Banco do Brasil line of 
credit

CDB Banco do Brasil 500 OOF

2024 Brazil Banco do Brasil term 
facility

Eximbank Banco do Brasil 500 OOF

2024 Bolivia Oruro zinc refinery Eximbank National 
Government

350 OOF

2024 Brazil BNDES term facility CDB BNDES 694.69 OOF

2024 Brazil BNDES long-term facility CDB BNDES 800 OOF

Source: Authors, based on BU (2025) CODF database 
Note: BNDES is the Brazilian Development Bank (Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Econômico e Social). 

A3 Country and region classification

Table 4 lists the 33 countries included in the Latin America and Caribbean region for the 
purposes of this analysis. 

Table 4 33 LAC economies classified by sub-region

Sub-region Country

South America Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Paraguay, 
Peru, Suriname, Uruguay, Venezuela

Central America and Mexico Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Panama

Caribbean Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican 
Republic, Grenada, Haiti, Jamaica, St Kitts and Nevis, St Lucia, St Vincent 
and the Grenadines, Trinidad and Tobago

 Source: Grouped by authors
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