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Abstract

This article reviews the discourse and reality in China regarding its policy toward
Latin America in the 21st century. In doing so, it explores the background and prospects
of China’s relations with Latin America. Three overreaching conclusions were inferred.

First, China’s interest in Latin America has significantly changed over time. The
People’s Republic of China (PRC/China) had traditionally not been demonstrating
interest in the region; its influence or interaction with the region had never been strong,
compared to those in other regions, such as Asia or Africa. After the “diplomatic struggle”
with Taiwan virtually ended in the 21st century, China’s predominant interest in the region
turned to natural resources and energy. China’s interest in regionalism and security in
Latin America is underdeveloped compared to its interest in other regions.

Second, China’s economic engagement toward Latin America is concentrated in
only six countries, such as Brazil, Chile, Peru, Mexico, Venezuela, and Colombia.
Economic engagement, focusing on the import of natural resources and energy as well as
the export of infrastructure construction, is heavily influenced by effective demand on the
international market. Therefore, this trend is dependent on economic growth in China and
Latin America.

Third, China’s strategic engagement toward Latin America is strongly influenced by
political changes in the region. China’s penetration in Latin America was relatively easy
and welcomed by the region in the 2000s, as many anti-U.S. leftist leaders came into
power. However, as many pro-U.S. right-wing leaders later emerged in the region, and as

the “debt trap” in Ecuador and Venezuela has been deteriorating, China’s economic and



strategic engagement toward the region became less welcome.

China’s policy measures toward Latin America are almost identical to those toward
Asia and Africa, such as the Strategic Partnership, comprehensive regional policy
documents, and Building a Community of Common Destiny, the Belt and Road Initiative
and so on. However, the rapid development of relations between China and Latin America
in the 21st century has been primarily supported by tremendous demand for natural
resources and energy due to China’s rapid economic growth. Whether China can establish
a more robust relationship with Latin America depends on the quality of its
comprehensive engagement with the region, rather than the amount of trade and
investment. This will constitute a sizeable challenge for China when its economic growth

further decelerates in the next decade.
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