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October 2019 is the 70th anniversary of the foundation of the People´s Republic of China (PRC). The date is symbolic
for several reasons: the regime surpassed the late Soviet Union (which lasted for 69 years) and Beijing celebrated
with a display of military power and unity among rising international tensions with the United States and domestic
unrest due to protests in Hong Kong. It is also an important watershed for Latin America.

Chinese trade and investment are now key for the economic recovery of the region, which is suffering the impacts of
a decade of recessions and political crisis. However, China is increasingly controversial in Latin America. There are
nationalistic reactions to its growing influence and diplomatic concerns about the Sino-American trade war and its
impacts in the region.

Brazil is the most important case study. In November 2018, Jair Bolsonaro became the first president since the
establishment of ties with the PRC in 1974 to have a hostile view of Beijing. He wants a special relationship with
Donald Trump and the United States. How will that play out?

Latin America and China Since the 1970s

At the beginning of the 1970s, only two Latin American countries recognized the PRC: communist Cuba and socialist
Chile. The change began with the rapprochement between the United States and China. After Richard Nixon visited
Beijing and discovered he could do business with Mao Zedong, the region followed quickly, with the understanding
that the giant Asian nation would become an important global player.

At first, the relationship was political, not economic. The beginning of the reform era by Deng Xiaoping did not seem
to offer great opportunities to the region’s firms. Trade was very small until the 2000s. By then, the rising demands of
China’s growth led to a global commodity boom that great benefited Latin America.

In that decade, trade between the PRC and the region grew 10 times (Evans Ellis, 2014) and Beijing became the
biggest economic partner of Brazil and Chile and the second or third of Argentina, Colombia, Mexico, Perú, and
Venezuela, with an exchange of US$300 billion per year (Peters, 2015). China imports from the region about 10% of
its oil consumption, 1/3 of its iron ore and 60% of its soy (Gallagher, 2016: 45-47).

Chinese investment became important in Latin America just in the 2010s. The total of Chinese Foreign Direct
Investment is estimated at US$105 billion, concentrated in agriculture, energy, and mining (Dollar, 2017). The PRC
is now a member of the Inter-American Development Bank and has created a forum of cooperation with the
Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC, in the Spanish acronym).

Since 2017 the Chinese government is talking about making Latin America part of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI),
its global investment program in infrastructure. So far, 19 nations in the region have become part of the project, but
most of them are small states in the Caribbean. The biggest country that joined the BRI is Chile. The major regional
players, such as Brazil, Argentina, and Mexico, are reluctant in being part of what they perceive as a geopolitical risk
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to their relations with the United States.

China published two White Books on its relations with Latin America, in 2008 and 2016. In both, Beijing highlights
how important trade and investment are concerning the region’s commodities, but also establishes one dozen fields
of cooperation in public policies, in education, health, science and technology, and defense. China created about 65
centers for the study of Latin America and it is spreading the teaching of Portuguese and Spanish at Chinese
universities.[1] In contrast, there are no similar actions from the Latin American side of the partnership, with the
region mostly reacting to the Chinese initiatives.

China also seeks for Latin America’s support in international forums for its main strategic goals, such as the
diplomatic isolation of Taiwan – about half of the States that recognized the island as an independent state are in the
region, especially the small countries of Central America and the Caribbean (Roett e Paz, 2008).

However, the increasing ties with China are also creating a backslash in the region, especially concerning the risk
that they can jeopardize relations with the United States. The Sino-American trade wars made many political and
economic leaders in the region afraid that they will be forced to choose between one of the great powers and loose
access to markets, investments, and technology.

These fears are not unreal. Washington is sometimes threatening Latin American countries with the cutting of aid and
international cooperation if they accept big Chinese infrastructure projects.[2] But at the same time, the Trump
administration has little to offer in terms of economic opportunities, and it is also stirring tensions regarding
migrations.

The Case of Brazil

In 2018, Jair Bolsonaro became the first Brazilian president in 45 years to voice harsh criticism about China, claiming
that it was “buying Brazil” and aimed at controlling its key natural resources. The Asian giant is the top national
trading partner since 2009, with a bilateral foreign trade of US$100 billion in 2018. Around 25% of Brazilian exports
are sold to Chinese markets, concentrated on soy, iron ore, and oil. China has US$70 billion invested in Brazil,
especially on energy, agriculture, and mining.[3]

During the campaign, Bolsonaro also broke Brazilian diplomatic tradition visiting Taiwan – something that no other
leader of Brazil ever did. The trip was part of an Asian tour that included Japan and South Korea and ostensibly left
out the People’s Republic of China. In Taipei, he praised Taiwanese society as a synthesis of the best of American
and Japanese culture.

Chinese diplomats in Brazil feared that it was a sign of ending the “One China policy” that all Brazilian
administrations have followed since 1974, and reacted sending a letter to all members of Brazil’s Congress
highlighting how important this issue is to Beijing. (Santoro, 2018).

In general lines, the diplomatic approach of Brazilian presidents towards the Chinese until then was that they are
important partners, with many similar interests in global forums. China was perceived as a key player in international
affairs, and Brasília should engage with Beijing to diversify its options regarding traditional allies in the Americas and
Western Europe. From the 1990s, it has become also a big economic market for Brazil’s exports. (Oliveira, 2004).

Will that change with Bolsonaro? The first months of his administrations showed that there is a big gap between the
aggressive rhetoric against China and the pressures of important interest groups – such as agribusiness and mining
– which stress the need for a good relationship with Beijing. So far, the administration’s diplomacy has been mostly
pragmatic, with the absence of major conflicts (Lapper, 2019).

However, some contradictions and questions are still not answered. It is not clear if Brazil is going to veto the
investments of Huawei, following American positions on the trade war. The vice-president, general Hamilton Mourão,
said that it will not happen. The minister of Foreign Affairs, ambassador Ernesto Araújo, claims that the matter is still
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under discussion. Huawei is a major telecommunication provider to Brazilian companies and the state, and it has big
ambitions for the 5G Internet market in the country, which will be open to competitive bidding in 2020.

The contradictions and hesitations are part of a broader scenario in the Bolsonaro administration. The president was
a backbencher member of Congress, without a strong political party or movement, who rose to power in the context
of several scandals and crisis which discredited the traditional national leadership. The government is marked by the
clashes among the groups that form its political base of support, such as military officers, pro-market technocrats
and sectors who search for links with the American and European populist leaders (Santoro, 2019).

Conclusion

In the last 20 years, China became a major economic partner in Latin America, but its increasing presence is also
provoking nationalistic reactions in countries such as Brazil, and responses from the United States. Even if
Washington has not managed to formulate a coherent alternative to Beijing’s investments in infrastructure, its
political pressure created an environment where joining the BRI is a risky move to the biggest nations in the region.

The Sino-American trade war poses serious problems to Latin America, for it depends on both partners and usually
lacks diplomatic autonomy or domestic consensus for bold moves that could exploit the opportunities of the conflict.
The region is reacting to the cross-pressures, without the chance to propose something new.

The case of Brazil is an interesting illustration of the point, showing that even a president who stated a clear view on
the matter is, in practice, linked to several interest groups and leading to few good options. The threat to Brazilians –
and the other Latin Americans – is that the growing tensions between China and the United States will lead to more
economic problems in a moment where the risk of a global recession is strong, and the region suffers from another
round of instability and crisis.

Notes

[1] “Latin America needs a China strategy”, Bloomberg, 12/14/2017 and “Por que a China aposta na língua
portuguesa”, BBC Brasil, 08/23/2017.

[2] “To Influence El Salvador, China dangled money. The US made threats”. New York Times, 9/21/2019.

[3] http://www.mdic.gov.br/index.php/comercio-exterior/estatisticas-de-comercio-exterior. Access in June 2019.
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