
© European Union Institute for Security Studies, 2022.
The views expressed in this publication are solely those of the author(s)  
and do not necessarily reflect the views of the European Union.

BRIEF / 9
Sept 2022

CHINA’S 
FOOTPRINT IN 
LATIN AMERICA

Recent developments 
and challenges ahead

by

Sophie Wintgens
Lecturer at ULB & EHESS, Associate researcher 
at Cevipol (ULB) and CEFIR (ULiège)

INTRODUCTION
Latin America’s external relations have historically 
been shaped mainly by the region’s relationship with 
the United States and Europe. In contemporary times, 
China has been interested in the region since the Cold 
War period. Until the late 1990s, relations between 
Asia and Latin American and the Caribbean (LAC) 
were relatively limited, with the notable exception of 
Japan, which has established strong diplomatic, trade, 
economic and development ties with several countries 
in the region, particularly Brazil, Mexico and Peru. 
More recently, other Asian countries such as India 
and South Korea and some countries belonging to the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) such 
as Vietnam have begun to develop closer relations 
with LAC. It is especially in the last two decades that 
Asian countries, and first and foremost China, have 
begun to play a more important role in the foreign 
relations of Latin American countries.

China’s political engagement with Latin America 
from the early 2000s until today has been based on its 
strategy of so-called ‘South-South’ or ‘mutually 
beneficial’ cooperation (1). The Third World narrative 
of ‘respect for sovereignty’ and ‘non-interference’ 
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globally advocated by Beijing in its diplomacy 
converged with the economic and political interests 
of leaders of the ‘New Latin American Left’ (such as 
Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, Lula da Silva in Brazil, 
Evo Morales in Bolivia or Rafael Correa in Ecuador). 
Although these leaders were wary of jeopardising 
their privileged trade relations with the United States, 
they were drawn to the idea of a bilateral rapprochement 
with Beijing that could reduce their dependence on 
the American market (2).

This Brief will examine China’s 
footprint and influence in Latin 
America and the Caribbean in order to 
highlight recent developments and 
challenges ahead. The first section 
shows how China has taken full 
advantage of the lucrative trade and 
investment opportunities offered by 
Latin America to establish itself as a 
key economic player in the region. 
It also shows that the growing 
economic interdependence between 
China and a large number of LAC 
countries is asymmetric. In some 
cases, the development of economic, 
financial and technological ties 
greatly increases Beijing’s capacity 
to exert leverage over its partners. 
The second section shows how the 
growing economic dependence of LAC countries on 
China and the projection of its governance ‘model’ 
allow Beijing to gradually extend its political influence 
in the region by differentiating itself from other 
powers. The concluding section contrasts Beijing’s 
mode of engagement in LAC with that of other 
external players, and analyses to what extent China’s 
growing presence poses a challenge to the EU.

A TRAJECTORY OF 
GROWING ECONOMIC 
DEPENDENCE ON CHINA 
Over the past two decades, China has emerged as 
a key trading partner for Latin America. Compared 
to the United States and the EU, Latin America’s 
bilateral trade in goods with China grew dramatically 
in this period, from $14.6 billion in 2001 to $315 
billion in 2020, a 21.5-fold increase since Beijing 
joined the World Trade Organization (WTO). During 
the same period (2001-2020), trade in goods between 
the United States and Latin America increased from 
$364.3 billion to $758.2 billion (a twofold increase) 
and trade in goods between the EU countries and 
Latin America increased from $98 billion to $197.4 
billion (also a twofold increase). 

This increase has allowed China to become the most 
important export market for South America and the 
second-largest trading partner (in goods) for Latin 
America as a whole, after the United States, far 
ahead of the EU. In 2020, given the sharp economic 
downturn in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
Latin America’s trade with China even reached record 
levels as a percentage of regional GDP, with imports 
estimated at 3.8 % of GDP and exports at 3.2 % of 
GDP (3). This growth looks likely to continue. If China’s 

trade with Latin America follows its 
current trajectory, it could double to 
$700 billion by 2035. China’s share 
of the region’s total trade could 
thus rise from less than 2 % in 2000 
to 25 % in 2035, with significant 
variations between countries. On a 
regional scale, according to some 
scenarios, China could catch up 
with and even overtake the United 
States as Latin America’s largest 
trading partner (4).

Despite this increase, trade 
between China and Latin America 
remains highly concentrated, both 
geographically and in terms of goods. 
A small number of commodities 
continue to dominate LAC countries’ 
exports to China. Between 2015 and 

2019, almost 70 % of Latin American exports were 
composed of five commodities: soybeans and other 
oilseeds, crude oil, copper ores and concentrates, 
iron ores and concentrates, and refined copper. 
Overall, about 90 % of the flows for these main 
commodities came from four countries: Brazil, 
Chile, Peru and Venezuela (5). In the other direction, 
Beijing exports mainly manufactured goods, which 
are increasingly technology-intensive. The growing 
presence of Chinese companies in the information 
and communications technology (ICT) sector in LAC 
coupled with Beijing’s increasing emphasis since 
2016 on the ‘Digital Silk Road’ in this region is a huge 
driver of these exports. Despite Beijing’s rhetoric 
about complementarity between trading partners, the 
structure of trade between China and Latin America 
is characterised by asymmetry, mirroring the pattern 
of China’s relations with countries with which it has 
forged economic ties in other parts of the world.

The intensification of trade with China could therefore 
increase the economic dependence of LAC countries in 
the years to come, raising fears of a repeat of the type 
of ‘centre-periphery’ dynamic that has characterised 
Latin America’s relationship with external powers 
in the past. In the early 2000s, increased trade with 
Beijing brought economic and social benefits to some 
of them, including in the form of poverty reduction. 
For instance, Brazil’s economy grew by 3.3 % and 
poverty levels decreased from 13.6 % in 2001 to 
4.9 % in 2013 (6). After 2012, however, China’s economic 
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slowdown and fluctuating commodity prices on the 
international market have had serious socio-economic 
repercussions for Latin America. At the same time, 
the increase in Chinese manufactured exports has 
also contributed to the process of deindustrialisation 
– known as reprimarisation – already underway since 
the 1980s and 1990s in Latin American economies, 
notably in Argentina and Brazil (7).

This phenomenon has economic, social, 
environmental and health consequences for the 
countries in the region. Latin America is characterised 
by strong socio-economic inequalities that the 
Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated (8). Furthermore, 
the increase in exports of agricultural and marine 
products in recent years has amplified certain existing 
environmental problems, such as deforestation, 
and has created additional ones (various forms of 
pollution, illegal fishing, etc). 

Alternative but conditional funding
China is also expanding its financial footprint in Latin 
America. Since 2005, China’s two main policy banks 
– China Development Bank and China-Export Import 
Bank – have provided more than $141 billion in loan 
commitments to LAC countries and state-owned 
enterprises, more than the World Bank, the 
Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) or the Latin 
American Development Bank (CAF) (9). They mainly 
concern four countries (Argentina, Brazil, Ecuador 
and Venezuela), which account for almost 93 % of the 
total (10). Most of these loans were spent on energy 
(69 %) and infrastructure (19 %) 
projects (11). In total, Latin America 
was the recipient of 24 % of the 
loans granted by Chinese official 
institutions worldwide between 
2005 and the end of 2021, ranking in 
terms of geographical destination 
behind Asia (29 %) but ahead of 
Africa (23 %) (12).

Chinese sovereign loans differ from 
bilateral loans granted by more 
traditional international lenders in terms of their 
availability and size (13). For states such as Argentina, 
Ecuador or Venezuela, they have been an alternative 
when access to financing from international financial 
institutions (IFIs) has been made impossible 
for various reasons (corruption, weak economic 
fundamentals, project feasibility problems, 
over-indebtedness, etc). Unlike the IFIs, Beijing 
does not attach governance and project feasibility 
standards to its loans. China thus acts as a lender of 
last resort for countries that have lost the confidence 
of traditional international lenders. 

However, Chinese contracts contain special 
confidentiality clauses and ensure repayment priority 
over other creditors. According to a recent study of 
100 Chinese loan contracts (14), many loans have inbuilt 
collateral mechanisms, such as Chinese-controlled 
revenue accounts. In this scheme, profits from the 
sale of commodities by a debtor are deposited in an 
account controlled by Beijing. They serve as collateral 
for the loan. This is the case for example of the $1 
billion oil-backed loan granted in 2010 by the China 
Development Bank to Ecuador. More problematically, 
this loan contract also contains policy change clauses 
that allow China to cancel a loan if the debtor country 
undertakes policy changes ‘unfavourable to “any 
PRC entity” in the borrowing country’. These clauses 
constrain Ecuador’s ability to adopt domestic policies 
that could negatively impact Chinese interests. They 
put pressure on the country to maintain positive 
bilateral relations with China, as a default on the loan 
could trigger a series of punitive measures, such as 
cross-defaults on other Chinese loans to the country 
or mandatory prepayment of the defaulting loan. In 
addition, several of the China Development Bank’s 
contracts with Argentina also include so-called ‘No 
Paris Club’ clauses that exclude Chinese debt from 
the Paris Club’s collective restructuring efforts, 
thereby ensuring that Beijing is prioritised over other 
bilateral creditors and allowing it to benefit from 
multilateral debt relief efforts (15).

As a result, China’s bilateral loans to Latin American 
countries create significant leverage for Beijing. 
Even in the absence of asset seizures to offset debt, 
sustained debt pressure shapes these countries’ 

long-term policies towards Beijing. 
In Ecuador and Venezuela, this 
leverage manifests itself in China’s 
sustained access to discounted oil 
for in-kind repayments through 
resource-backed loans. Although 
Chinese resource-backed loans have 
at times provided below-market 
rate financing, falling world oil 
prices have forced both countries 
to dedicate greater volumes of oil 
production to repaying Chinese 

loans (16). Faced with its own growing public debt, 
Ecuador even had to negotiate an International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) bailout of $4.2 billion in 2019 
and another IMF loan of $6.5 billion in 2020 (17). In 
August 2020, the Venezuelan government negotiated 
an agreement with Chinese banks to extend payment 
on some $19 billion in loans, which are to be repaid 
by oil shipments (18). China and Venezuela have not 
confirmed since then whether the grace repayment 
period is still in effect (19). Some voices in the region 
have denounced these Chinese loans as ‘debt trap 
diplomacy’ (20).

Unlike the 
international 

financial institutions, 
Beijing does not 
attach governance 
and project feasibility 
standards to its loans.
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China’s role as a provider of 
foreign direct investment
China’s presence in the specific area of FDI 
is often overstated by observers. In Latin 
America, between 2000 and 2020 Chinese 
companies invested around $160 billion in about 
480 transactions, mainly through mergers and 
acquisitions and, to a lesser extent, greenfield 
projects, and other non-financial direct investments. 
However, these transactions represent only 5.74 % 
of the total FDI received by the region for the period 
2000-2020. Beijing’s weight in Latin America’s FDI 
remains small compared to that of the EU and the 
United States, which together account for around 
70-80 % of the FDI received by the region between 
2010 and 2020 (21).

That said, Chinese FDI has nonetheless grown 
significantly since the mid-2000s. In terms of 
geographical destination, the main recipient countries 
have changed over time: Brazil and Argentina for the 
period 2010-2014, then Chile, Colombia, Mexico and 
Peru since 2017. In terms of sectors, between 2000 and 
2020 Chinese FDI was concentrated mainly in energy 
(36.7 %), metals, minerals and mining (35.7 %), auto 
parts and automobiles (4.1 %), electronics (2.4 %), 
telecoms (2.4 %) and transport (2.2 %) (22). However, 
a gradual process of diversification began in 2010. 
Chinese companies have become more interested 
in electricity, the construction of transport 
infrastructure (especially ports such as the Paranaguá 
Container Terminal in Brazil, one of the largest 
container terminals in South America, acquired in 
2018 by China Merchants Port Holdings (23)) and, to a 
lesser extent, in manufacturing, the financial sector, 
but also ICT (24).

According to figures from the Australian Strategic 
Policy Institute’s International Cyber Policy Centre, 12 
of China’s largest technology companies – including 
Huawei, China Telecom and ZTE – have undertaken 
new operations in 15 Latin American countries since 
2015, with investments in data centres, telecoms 
networks and secure city projects (25). Although they 
accounted for only 6 % of the total amount of FDI 
announced during this period, the growing presence 
of Chinese companies in the ICT sector in Latin 
America, coupled with Beijing’s increasing emphasis 
since 2016 on the ‘Digital Silk Road’ in the region, 
has fuelled concern in Washington (26).

CHINA’S 
EXPANDING 
POLITICAL 
INFLUENCE
China’s economic penetration has been leveraged 
and accompanied by greater political engagement 
with Latin America. A roadmap (China’s Policy Paper 
on Latin America and the Caribbean) published in 
2008 (27) and updated in 2016 (28) has defined China’s 
Latin American policy priorities. Beijing relies on 
strengthening political dialogue to promote its 
interests at the regional level and on deploying 
extensive public diplomacy to reassure its partners at 
the bilateral level.

On the multilateral front, China has pursued a 
long-term strategy through increased participation 
in regional organisations. It has sought to engage in 
political dialogues, such as with the Rio Group in 
1990, Mercosur in 1997, the Andean Community 
(CAN) in 2000 and the Caribbean Community 
(CARICOM) in 2005. It has also sought to be associated 
with regional political institutions, such as the Latin 
American Parliament, the United Nations Economic 
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Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC) and the Organization of American States 
(OAS), in which it has held permanent observer status 
since 2004. China is also positioned in other 
multilateral institutions to which it provides financial 
and/or political support, or which it has sometimes 
helped to set up. It has also participated in the 
establishment of new multilateral forums, such as 
the East Asia-Latin America Cooperation Forum 
(EALAC), of which it has been a member since its 
creation in 1999, the China-Caribbean Economic and 
Trade Cooperation Forum (CCETCF), initiated in 2005, 
and above all the Cooperation Forum between China 
and the Community of Latin American and Caribbean 
States (CELAC). Beijing adopted a ‘comprehensive 
cooperation partnership’ with 
CELAC members in 2014. This 
partnership launched the triennial 
China-CELAC summits aimed at 
defining (2015) and then updating 
(2018 and 2021) roadmaps for 
cooperation in various fields 
(political, economic, security, etc.), 
which indicate Chinese priorities in 
the region. The Forum also provides 
an opportunity to reach out to 
countries with which China has no 
diplomatic ties, such as some 
Central American states that would later break with 
Taiwan in favour of Beijing (Panama, Dominican 
Republic, El Salvador, Nicaragua). 

Political dialogue has also been promoted within the 
framework of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which 
was extended to Latin America in 2017. At the first 
Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation 
in Beijing in May 2017, attended by the presidents 
of Argentina and Chile, Xi Jinping described Latin 
America as a ‘natural extension of the Maritime 
Silk Road’. At the China-CELAC summit in January 
2018, Beijing officially invited the 33 CELAC member 
countries to join its initiative in an agreement to 
deepen economic and political cooperation. Some 20 
LAC countries have since signed a memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) with China under the BRI. 

On the bilateral level, the strengthening of political ties 
has been observed through an increase in high-level 
diplomatic visits, particularly since Xi Jinping took 
office in 2013. The Chinese president has visited LAC 
four times, compared to only one visit by former US 
president Donald Trump. China has pushed to relabel 
its bilateral relations with Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, Peru, Venezuela 
and Uruguay ‘strategic partnerships’ of various 
types (29). China has also managed to strengthen its 
diplomatic presence in the region, establishing official 
relations with countries that previously recognised 
Taiwan, thus reducing Taipei’s diplomatic space. 
China managed to convince these countries through 
high-level but discreet diplomatic activism and with 

promises of short-term investment in strategic 
sectors to boost their economic development (30).

China has also sought to conclude free trade 
agreements (FTAs) with its Latin American partners 
that have adopted and maintained a policy of trade 
and financial liberalisation along the lines of the 
neo-liberal Washington consensus: Chile (2005), 
Peru (2009) and Costa Rica (2010). These three 
countries have formally committed to recognising 
China’s market economy status and in exchange they 
benefit from more advantageous tariff conditions in 
terms of access to the Chinese market than those 
granted by the general most favoured nation regime. 
Beijing has also expressed interest in negotiating 

free trade agreements with Ecuador 
and Uruguay. Negotiations are 
also underway with Colombia and 
Panama. These states, which all 
have free trade agreements with the 
EU and the United States, are part of 
various regional groupings such as 
the Pacific Alliance (Chile, Peru and 
Colombia), the Andean Community 
(Peru, Ecuador and Colombia), 
Mercosur (Uruguay) and the Central 
American Integration System (Costa 
Rica and Panama).

The growing importance of China, and more broadly 
East Asia, as a destination for Latin American 
exports since the 2000s has led to a reorientation of 
the diplomacy of many LAC countries towards the 
Pacific. This has been seen with the creation in 2018 
of the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP or TPP11). The links 
between Latin America and East Asia look set to grow 
stronger in the coming decades as the global economy 
shifts from the Atlantic to the Pacific, a trend which 
is expected to continue into the 21st century.

Beijing’s charm offensive
China has no military capabilities in the region, 
despite regular high-level exchanges with military 
officials (notably in the framework of the ‘China-Latin 
America High-level Defense Forum’ launched in 
2012) and arms sales to several LAC countries (notably 
Venezuela) (31). Its interventions in Latin America have 
so far been much more discreet than those of the 
United States. China has adopted a strategy of 
engaging in significant public diplomacy in Latin 
America, proclaiming its solidarity and community of 
interest with developing countries vis-à-vis the more 
developed countries, and placing their relations under 
the aegis of ‘South-South’ cooperation (implying an 
‘egalitarian’ relationship between ‘partners’ as 
opposed to hierarchical relations with the countries 
of the ‘North’), and invoking the five principles of 

The links between 
Latin America and 

East Asia look set to 
grow stronger in the 
coming decades as 
the global economy 
shifts from the 
Atlantic to the Pacific.
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peaceful coexistence (32) enunciated by Zhou Enlai in 
the 1950s. Beijing promotes a vision of the 
international order dubbed the ‘coexistence model’ (33), 
which is based on the principles of sovereignty and 
non-interference in internal affairs, with the corollary 
of ‘neutrality’ with regard to the political systems of 
other states. Through this model of governance, 
China is also putting forward a new vision and 
interpretation of democracy. In a White Paper entitled 
‘China: Democracy that works’ published in December 
2021, Beijing refers to a new ‘model of democracy’ of 
which China’s policy would be the best expression 
and which could serve as an example to other 
countries (34). All these principles are interpreted in a 
strict and conservative manner compared to the more 
fluctuating Western interpretations, and they are 
echoed by authoritarian states in the region because 
of the numerous external interferences that Latin 
America has experienced in the past.

Beyond this narrative, China has 
multiplied the soft power tools used 
to extend its influence in the region. 
The growing number of Confucius 
Institutes and classes established 
in LAC countries is the most visible 
manifestation of this. Currently, 
there are 45 Confucius Institutes in 
some 23 countries in the region (35). 
These institutes are an important 
lever of influence in the Caribbean 
countries, especially since the 
United States does not have an official diplomatic 
presence there. While China has an embassy in every 
Caribbean country with which it has diplomatic 
relations, the United States has an embassy in 
Barbados that serves as a diplomatic representation 
for the six other Caribbean countries. Beijing is also 
developing cultural (36) and educational cooperation, by 
providing scholarships, ‘training places’ and ‘talent 
programmes’ for Latin Americans to study or learn 
job skills in China. The China-CELAC Academic Forum 
is also an opportunity for Latin American academics 
to travel to China on an extended trip usually funded 
by the Chinese government. Beijing is also trying 
to project its influence through the dissemination 
of Chinese media aimed at a Spanish-speaking 
audience (37) and through more informal channels via 
a relatively old diaspora settled in the region. After 
Asia, the Americas are home to the largest number of 
overseas Chinese (38).

As elsewhere in the world, through the multiple 
channels and organisations that make up its ‘United 
Front System’, Beijing seeks to increase and amplify 
its influence in the region. It is developing networks 
among local elites by inviting political party leaders, 
officials, or parliamentarians from LAC countries 
to China. Between 2002 and 2017, representatives 
of the Chinese Communist Party’s International 
Liaison Department held nearly 300 meetings with 

74 different political parties in 26 of the 33 LAC 
countries (39). China also promotes the establishment 
of parliamentary groups or friendship associations. 
For example, in Panama, there is an Association 
of Friendship with China (Asociación Panameña de 
Amistad con China -APACHI) with over 350 members, 
including prominent public figures, businessmen, 
intellectuals and academics. 

This public diplomacy is bearing fruit in a number 
of countries where Beijing scores more favourably 
than Washington, such as Argentina, Chile, Mexico, 
Peru and Venezuela. A survey conducted in April 
2019 by the Chilean polling company CADEM showed 
that 77 % of Chileans have a positive image of China 
compared to 61 % for the United States (40). The same 
is true in Mexico, according to a 2018 Latinobarómetro 
poll, with 57 % of respondents compared to 43 % 
for the United States. In Argentina, 51 % perceive 

China positively compared to 
45 % for the United States. In Peru, 
Beijing also won the public opinion 
race with 59 % against 56 % for 
Washington. In Venezuela, China 
is also in the lead (63 % vs. 62 %) 
according to the same survey (41). 
And this support could continue to 
grow. In the context of the Covid-19 
pandemic, China was also active in 
LAC through its ‘vaccine diplomacy’ 
and its various supplies of medical 
equipment and facilities (42). It should 

be noted, however, that Washington’s donations to 
countries in the region were much larger than China’s 
often very limited ones, which did not prevent Beijing 
from going to great lengths to publicise its aid to 
various countries. The Chinese media skilfully staged 
its deliveries, without it being clear whether they 
were ‘donations’ or sales.

Latin America as an arena of 
strategic competition
Both the United States and the EU now see China as a 
strategic global competitor. The Biden administration 
has asserted that the United States will confront 
China whenever its behaviour threatens US interests 
and values (43). The EU, meanwhile, has a more 
nuanced position towards China, simultaneously 
portrayed as a ‘negotiating partner’ in some areas 
and an ‘economic competitor’ in others. It has also 
labelled Beijing as a ‘systemic rival in promoting 
alternative governance models’ (2019) and launched 
the Global Gateway Initiative (2021) that could be 
considered as an alternative to Beijing’s ‘New Silk 
Roads’, particularly in the digital field in Latin 
America (44). In June 2021, G7 leaders agreed to launch 
a global infrastructure initiative, ‘Build Back Better 
World’ (B3W), to advance infrastructure development 

The US 
administration’s 

lack of interest 
in Latin America 
is reflected in its 
modest pledge in 2021 
to spend $4 billion on 
development projects.
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in low- and middle-income countries. Latin America 
will be part of this initiative, which was renamed the 
Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Investment 
(PGII) and launched in June 2022 (45).

China’s rise in Latin America has raised concerns 
in Washington, but it has not yet fundamentally 
changed US foreign policy towards the region. The 
Biden administration has adopted a more conciliatory 
diplomatic rhetoric towards LAC countries than its 
predecessor at the beginning of its term. By announcing 
the launch of a new economic proposal called the 
‘Economic Prosperity Partnership of the Americas’ 
(APEP) to deepen economic ties in the hemisphere, 
Biden used the ninth Summit of the Americas in June 
2022 to reassert US leadership in Latin America after 
years of neglect. However, its priorities are above 
all the management of the Covid-19 pandemic, the 
recovery of the US economy, the relationship with 
Russia (severely strained by the war in Ukraine), the 
pursuit of policies to contain Chinese expansion on a 
global scale and the rapprochement with its traditional 
Asian and European allies, with Latin America being 
relegated to second place. The US administration’s 
lack of interest in the region is reflected in President 
Biden’s modest pledge in 2021 to spend $4 billion 
on development projects in Latin America (46). This 
sum is almost insignificant when compared to the 
nearly $4 000 billion announced for the US economic 
stimulus and infrastructure modernisation plans (47) or 
to the amounts that China is promising in the region 
through the BRI in particular – estimates for the BRI 
as a whole have ranged from $1 000 to $8 000 billion. 
Unlike the United States, China has limited military 
projection capabilities at the global level and projects 
an image of sharp power in Latin America.

CONCLUSION
For a long time, Latin America was the backyard of 
the United States, but Europe also shares important 
historical, cultural and commercial ties with this 
region, with which it established a ‘bi-regional 
strategic partnership’ in 1999, strengthened in 2005, 
renewed in 2009 and deepened in 2015. Between the 
1980s and the 2000s, Europe’s model of regional 
integration was seen as the best alternative to reduce 
the dependence of South American states on the US 
market. From the early 2000s onwards, however, 
several factors contributed to the EU’s loss of 
attractiveness in the region. Today, Latin America is 
also a playground for China (48). 

According to a 2022 survey, Latin Americans’ 
perceptions of the United States, the EU and China 
seem to vary according to the type of leadership these 
three actors project in the region: military-strategic 
leadership (primacy of the United States), 

economic-technological leadership (preponderance 
of China), and normative and values-based leadership 
(pre-eminence of the European Union) (49). The United 
States and the EU remain, overall, privileged partners 
for Latin America, but China is also projecting its 
model of economic development in the region, 
including its distinctive model of governance, with 
varying degrees of success. Unlike the EU, China does 
not present itself as a normative power seeking to 
influence the political agendas and economic and 
trade regulations of LAC countries. It projects the 
image of a pragmatic power capable of responding 
to the immediate needs of Latin American states 
and elites.

By promoting its model of governance and economic 
development, China competes with the norms, 
standards and good practices advocated by the EU – 
including in terms of democratic governance, respect 
for the rule of law, transparency, inclusiveness, free 
competition, corporate responsibility (due diligence), 
respect for the environment, etc. This is not to 
mention the direct and indirect support that Beijing 
provides to authoritarian regimes in Latin America. 
This support contributes to an erosion of democracy 
and human rights in these states, but also more 
generally in a region where a growing number of 
citizens seem to be increasingly indifferent to the 
political regime that governs their country. These 
issues pose significant challenges for the EU.
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