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The sixth summit of the BRICS group— Brazil, Rus sia, India, China, 
and South Africa— held in Fortaleza, Brazil, on July 14–16, 2014, was a 
milestone in the gradual but perceptible shift  toward a new global order. 
Held in the wake of the FIFA World Cup competition, it brought to-
gether key leaders from Asia, Africa, and Latin Amer i ca and gave a 
fresh impetus to south- south cooperation.1 Moreover, it did so not just 
by means of words but also through deeds. On the occasion, the launch 
of the BRICS Development Bank, or New Development Bank (NDB), 
was announced. With a capitalization of $50 billion and reserves of 
$100 billion, the Shanghai- based bank, run by an Indian CEO, was to 
focus fi rst on infrastructure proj ects in the BRICS countries.2 Lending 
to nonmember countries from the global south would be considered 
down the road. On July 10, 2014, Chinese president Xi Jinping met with 
a dozen Latin American leaders in Brasília, announcing a $25 billion 
cooperation fund for Latin American proj ects and the establishment of 
a China– Latin Amer i ca Forum (the fi rst ministerial meeting took place 
in Beijing in January 2015). For Indian prime minister Narendra Modi, 
the Fortaleza meeting was his fi rst multilateral summit  after taking of-
fi ce in May 2014.

For many, Mr. Modi’s participation in this summit and his visit to 
Brazil and extensive discussions with Brazilian president Dilma Rousseff 
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signaled an auspicious fresh start for Indo– Latin American and Ca rib-
bean (LAC) relations  under India’s new majority government.3 That 
some 60   percent of Indo- LAC trade goes through Gujarat (the state 
Modi ran as chief minister from 2001 to 2014), his unpre ce dented two 
meetings with Latin American del e ga tions in 2013, and the  great verve 
with which he took up India’s foreign policy challenges seemed to some 
observers to point  toward a new period in the hitherto rather low- profi le 
fi eld of Indo– Latin American relations. This chapter examines the state 
of play of  these linkages, where they came from, their pos si ble  future tra-
jectories, and the degree to which, in the words of a 2010 Inter- American 
Development Bank report, India is indeed “Latin Amer i ca’s next big 
 thing.” 4

Latin Amer i ca’s relations with India are part and parcel of the broader 
picture of the region’s growing links with Asia in the twenty- fi rst  century, 
representing perhaps the most signifi cant shift in the region’s interna-
tional insertion since in de pen dence.5 Trade fl ows between Latin Amer i ca 
and Asia grew at an annual rate of 20.5  percent between 2000 and 2011, 
reaching $442 billion in the latter year. As a result, Asia now accounts 
for 21  percent of Latin Amer i ca’s international trade, compared with a 
share of 34  percent for the United States. At this pace, it  will not be long 
before Asia becomes Latin Amer i ca’s main trading partner. About half 
of this trade is with China. But trade with India has also been growing 
at a fast clip, reaching $49 billion in 2014, and links with India have 
their own specifi cities, as described in this chapter.6

The fi rst section of the chapter looks at the background and history 
of Indo- LAC relations and how far they have come. The next section 
parses the current state of affairs on the commercial and po liti cal fronts, 
breaking them down into their vari ous components and analyzing the 
gaps that remain to be fi lled. The following section maps out the way 
forward, addressing the issue of  whether the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)- 
majority government in New Delhi should indeed be a cause for opti-
mism about Indo- LAC links. The chapter then offers some fi nal conclu-
sions and forecasts for the  future of Indo- LAC  ties.

INDO-  L AC L INK S IN  PE RSPE C T I V E :  HOW FA R H AV E T HE Y C OME ?

India has established ties with such regional organ izations as Mercosur, 
the Community of Latin American and Ca rib bean Countries (CELAC), 
the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR), the Ca rib bean Com-
munity and Common Market (CARICOM), the Andean Community, 
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and the Pacifi c Alliance, but  there is still no unifi ed regional mechanism 
that binds Latin Amer i ca on the order of, say, the Eu ro pean Union or the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). India’s association 
with LAC is thus determined by its bilateral relationships with Latin 
American nations.  There are instances where bilateral and regional co-
operation mechanisms intersect, as in the case of the BRICS and IBSA 
(India, Brazil, and South Africa), but the emphasis largely remains on 
bilateral ties.7

The most signifi cant links are with Brazil and Mexico— a “strategic 
partnership” was forged with Brazil during Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva’s 
presidency, and a “privileged partnership” was established with Mexico 
during President Felipe Calderón’s visit to India. South American coun-
tries enjoy a growing commercial relationship with India centered on 
Latin American exports of crude oil, minerals, and agricultural products, 
imports of motor vehicles and phar ma ceu ti cal products, and signifi cant 
Indian investments in the region. The English- speaking Ca rib bean na-
tions are home to many  people of Indian origin, most of whom arrived 
generations ago (primarily in the nineteenth  century). The Central Amer-
ican and Ca rib bean republics are large recipients of aid from India, in-
cluding medicines, humanitarian aid, and lines of credit for development 
proj ects, amounting in total to $300 million.8

Although the dominant links  were forged in the past few de cades, 
 there are a few historical connections between India and LAC, restricted 
mostly to the migration of Indian indentured laborers to the Ca rib bean 
and the Portuguese colonial linkages between Goa, a state in western 
India, and Brazil. As discussed by Jacqueline Mazza in chapter 8,  people 
of Indian origin make up a large portion of the population in the Ca rib-
bean, especially in Guyana, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, and Jamaica. 
In total, 1.08 million  people of Indian origin reside in the Ca rib bean, 
Suriname, and Guyana, but only 23,000  people of Indian origin reside 
in South Amer i ca, Central Amer i ca, and Mexico.9

Goa and Brazil  were both Portuguese colonies and thus share a part 
of their history. Some even traveled between the two territories: for ex-
ample, the fi rst bishop of Brazil, in 1551, Pedro Fernandes Sardinha, was 
previously the vicar- general of Goa.10 Trade between Goa and Brazil 
soared in the early nineteenth  century: Rio de Janeiro alone accounted 
for 77  percent of Goa’s total exports in 1819.11

However,  these linkages faded over time, and although  there are 
more than 1 million  people of Indian origin in the Ca rib bean, this de-
mographic share has not translated into substantial economic or po liti-
cal gains for India.
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Mexico was the fi rst LAC country that in de pen dent India’s fi rst prime 
minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, visited in 1961. Nehru’s trip to Mexico on 
November 14, 1961, came on the heels of the founding of the Non- 
Aligned Movement at a conference in Belgrade only a month earlier. 
Despite the fanfare with which the Mexican president, Adolfo López 
Mateos, greeted him, Nehru failed to convince Mexico to join the new 
entity. Mexico’s stance was inexorable: as the Milwaukee Sentinel re-
ported a week  after Nehru’s visit, “Living as they [Mexicans] do next to 
the U.S., they know that if the U.S. loses a global war between freedom 
and communist tyranny they also lose.”12 Mexico’s position was reiter-
ated with confi dence less than a year  later on October 7, 1962, when 
President López Mateos stated during a visit to New Delhi that “in the 
case of Mexico, the expression ‘in de pen dent international policy’ does 
neither mean ‘neutralism’ nor the  will or aspiration of constituting a 
third block or being associated with it.”13

Although some Latin American leaders visited India in the years fol-
lowing Nehru’s trip, the next signifi cant visit from an Indian leader 
came seven years  later when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi traveled to 
eight Latin American countries in succession, from September 23 to Oc-
tober 13, 1968. She began her trip in Brazil, then continued on to Uru-
guay, Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Venezuela, Trinidad and Tobago, and 
Guyana. The three- week visit yielded some results and initiatives: India 
and Brazil agreed to cooperate in the fi eld of atomic energy; India agreed 
to set up a diplomatic mission in Venezuela and Peru; a trade del e ga tion 
would travel to LAC to advance commercial ties; and a gamut of cul-
tural, technical, and educational agreements  were signed. One of Gan-
dhi’s observations— which remains true to this day— was that the  people 
of India “knew less about South Amer i ca than the  people of South 
Amer i ca know of us.”14 Following the visit, however, neither India nor 
the countries of Latin Amer i ca managed to capitalize on the experience 
in the form of lasting gains, and momentum was lost. India’s attention 
shifted to the Indo- Pakistan war of 1971 and the subsequent creation of 
Bangladesh, and shortly  after, India spiraled into a state of emergency 
imposed by Indira Gandhi. In turn, Latin Amer i ca became caught up in 
a wave of military coups and rapidly rising infl ation, which would lead 
to the “lost de cade” of the 1980s.

Although Indira Gandhi did not include Mexico in her 1968 visit to 
Latin Amer i ca, Mexico and India shared a close bond. Mexico was the 
fi rst Latin American country to recognize India  after its in de pen dence, 
and the role of Mexican semi- dwarf va ri e ties of wheat in India’s Green 
Revolution is well documented. During his visit to Mexico on August 7, 
1986, India’s prime minister, Rajiv Gandhi, stated:
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It is no mere coincidence but a refl ection of how similarly we are 
placed that the hybrid strain of wheat developed in Mexico brought 
about the germination of the Green Revolution in India. As a result, 
within two de cades we have transformed our economy from one de-
pendent on food imports to one which is self- suffi cient in food, self- 
reliant on all fronts, and self- confi dent in the  future.15

But he added that India and Mexico “have hardly tapped the potential 
for trade and industrial exchanges.”16 Thirty years  later,  there is still 
truth to that statement.

T HE  C URRE N T S TAT E  OF  PL AY

 Things changed in the 1990s, once Latin Amer i ca had completed its 
transition to democracy and started to open up, implementing the Wash-
ington Consensus and embracing export- led development. India in turn 
went through its own economic transformation, enacting liberal reforms 
in 1991, inviting foreign investment, reducing trade tariffs, and deregu-
lating markets. It is in this context that, at the turn of the twenty- fi rst 
 century, India and Latin Amer i ca slowly began to rediscover each 
other.17

From India, a multitude of players led the way: phar ma ceu ti cal com-
panies, which exported generic drug formulations and bulk drugs; oil 
companies, which invested in the upstream oil sector and also imported 
large amounts of crude oil; motor vehicle manufacturers, which exported 
auto parts, two- wheelers, cars, trucks, and tractors; and information and 
communications technology (ICT) companies, which opened offi ces in 
Latin Amer i ca for their business and knowledge pro cess outsourcing 
operations.18

 There was equal interest from Latin Amer i ca, which wanted to capi-
talize on India’s boom in the twenty- fi rst  century— after all, India’s GDP 
growth peaked at an average of 8.8  percent between 2003 and 2007.19 
Indian and Chinese demand for raw materials invigorated global com-
modities markets, and LAC was keen to be a new partner in this ven-
ture. The most essential demand from India was oil, and the oil- rich 
nations of LAC quickly increased their supply of crude oil to India. Be-
sides oil, India also needed minerals for its growing industries. While 
many LAC countries began exporting minerals to India, the most sig-
nifi cant supplier became Chile, which exports mostly copper ores. In 
the span of a de cade, Chile’s exports of copper to India grew from $148 
million in 2002–03 to $2.7 billion in 2012–13.20 India has now dis-
placed the United States to become Chile’s fi fth- largest destination of 
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mineral exports,  behind China, the EU, Japan, and South  Korea.21 An-
other area of trade that has developed over the past de cade is that of 
vegetable oils, including soybean and sunfl ower oils. Argentina and 
Brazil, among the world’s largest exporters of soybean and soybean oil, 
now supply India with roughly $2 billion worth of soybean oil.22 The 
volume (in dollars) of India’s imports from and exports to Latin Amer-
i ca at vari ous years in the early twenty- fi rst  century is shown in  tables 3-1 
and 3-2.

Indo- LAC links, which gained much momentum in the 2000s, are 
now in a new phase. The aim now is to increase investment, diversify, 
identify new areas of cooperation, and work together in joint ventures. 
This momentum is most evident in economic links, and while some head-
way in diplomacy has also been made, obstacles remain. The social and 

 TABLE 3-1

India’s Imports from Latin Amer i ca, Vari ous Years, 2000–14 

($ million)

Country 2000 2005 2010 2014

Argentina 380.76 754.04 1,022.73 1,992.25
Bolivia 14.36 0.94 6.69 3.56
Brazil 145.17 893.06 3,548.88 5,400.91
Chile 57.14 434.50 1,550.25 3,080.63
Colombia 9.74 9.36 856.31 2,134.94
Costa Rica 0.88 37.86 95.33 155.30
Cuba 5.00 3.32 1.12 1.57
Dominican Republic 0.10 5.34 15.77 290.66
Ec ua dor 7.70 20.33 169.11 1,065.74
El Salvador 0.00 2.06 5.40 10.27
Guatemala 0.07 1.83 40.18 17.12
Honduras 0.06 0.31 1.43 25.31
Mexico 53.83 97.61 1,163.45 3,393.15
Nicaragua 0.02 5.49 0.91 2.19
Panama 9.50 247.44 188.47 30.46
Paraguay 0.54 4.21 5.31 88.12
Peru 9.13 23.06 187.36 590.40
Trinidad and Tobago 0.00 1.82 80.18 68.42
Uruguay 2.89 4.04 17.32 20.35
Venezuela 14.44 9.55 5,209.96 11,729.89

Source: Government of India, Ministry of Commerce and Industry. All data are for fi nan-
cial  years.
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cultural relationship has also seen some pro gress, but most of the activity 
can be viewed through two broad lenses, commercial and po liti cal.

Commercial Relations

Trade and investment have been the strongest ele ments of the India- LAC 
relationship and have increased multifold since 2001. The increase in 
commercial activity is palpable: Indo- LAC trade increased from roughly 
$2 billion in 2001–02 to $45 billion in 2014–15, and the total invest-
ments between India and LAC now amount to $20 billion.23 While 
some of  these commercial exchanges are still in the early stages,  others 
stand out as potential areas of strategic cooperation. The main areas 

 TABLE 3-2

India’s Exports to Latin Amer i ca, Vari ous Years, 2000–13 

($ million)

Country 2000 2005 2010 2014

Argentina 98.50 199.50 404.36 460.19
Bahamas 2.33 9.35 2,173.18 123.50
Bolivia 1.98 6.55 15.71 70.84
Brazil 226.05 1,090.61 4,024.16 5,963.82
Chile 108.45 152.15 507.55 565.82
Colombia 49.18 455.02 561.31 1,105.15
Costa Rica 6.85 16.06 61.47 95.84
Cuba 4.82 11.91 25.51 37.32
Dominican Republic 11.39 31.79 82.75 140.91
Ec ua dor 9.43 26.20 121.46 225.04
El Salvador 2.44 12.00 24.06 61.48
Guatemala 18.69 45.94 112.68 229.01
Honduras 15.29 34.60 63.07 187.56
Mexico 208.51 443.07 912.77 2,861.55
Nicaragua 4.06 10.63 30.01 65.51
Panama 65.65 63.05 124.16 302.40
Paraguay 8.27 16.38 41.53 106.48
Peru 26.32 84.26 417.60 819.86
Trinidad and Tobago 8.69 66.64 62.96 165.48
Uruguay 35.71 27.93 85.34 208.32
Venezuela 42.29 94.41 176.00 258.07

Source: Government of India, Ministry of Commerce and Industry. All data are for fi -
nancial  years.
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of interaction, which are evolving from transactional relationships to in-
vestment and joint- proj ect relationships, are mining, energy, motor vehi-
cles, ICT, and phar ma ceu ti cals.

Mining

Many LAC countries have taken advantage of the commodities boom by 
increasing exports to emerging market countries, such as India and China. 
The mining industry is a signifi cant one for most of Latin Amer i ca— only 
some Central American and Ca rib bean countries are exceptions. The 
world’s largest producers of copper, silver, iodine, lithium (used in bat-
teries), niobium (used in the construction of gas pipelines and jet and 
rocket engines), and rhenium (used in constructing jet engines) are in 
Latin Amer i ca. Mining exports constitute  either the largest or second- 
largest group of total merchandise exports for Chile (65  percent), Peru 
(50  percent), Bolivia (36  percent), and Brazil (19  percent).24

India imports copper, silver, gold, phosphates, zinc, lead, iodine, and 
ferroalloys from Latin Amer i ca, and its total imports of minerals and 
ores from LAC amounted to roughly $4.7 billion in the 2014–15 fi scal 
year.25 Copper from Chile is the biggest component, amounting to $2.6 
billion in 2014–15. The newest addition is gold from Latin Amer i ca, 
imports of which began only in 2012, amounting to $1.8 billion in 
2015.26 Take Peru, for example: in 2015, gold made up more than half 
of the country’s total exports to India, but  there remains tremendous 
potential since this is only 6.2  percent of Peru’s global gold exports.27 
However, traders in Switzerland determine much of the global trade in 
gold, so it is diffi cult to proj ect how much gold Peru or other Latin 
American countries can export to India.

Besides importing minerals, Indian companies are also part of joint 
ventures in mining proj ects in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Mexico, and 
Peru. One of the biggest corporate investments in mining was made by 
India’s Jindal Group, in Bolivia’s El Mutún iron ore mine, but  because of 
vari ous issues, the Jindals withdrew from the venture. Yet many other 
Indian companies are  doing well. The most concentrated investments by 
Indian mining companies are in Brazil.  These include the Aditya Birla 
Group’s joint ventures and investments in Brazil’s aluminum plants, car-
bon black plants, and a bauxite mine; Essar’s prospecting license for an 
iron ore reserve in northern Brazil; and Rashtriya Ispat Nigam, NMDC, 
and MOIL, all three state- owned companies, which are in talks with the 
Brazilian government to acquire iron ore assets in Amapá, Brazil’s north-
ernmost state.28  There are two investments in Chile, one by the Kolkata- 
based Tega Industries, which purchased Acotec, a local com pany pro-
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viding products and solutions to the mining industry,29 and one by the 
Jindal Group, which owns a 70   percent stake in a joint venture with 
Minera Santa Fe for mining iron ore in Chile.30 According to India’s Min-
istry of External Affairs, fi ve Indian companies have invested in Peru’s 
mining sector, including IFFCO and Zuari Agro Chemicals, which have 
stakes in phosphate mines in Peru.31 The joint ventures of IFFCO and 
Zuari are strategic ones, where phosphate rock mined in Peru can be ex-
ported to India to use as fertilizers— this is signifi cant since India imports 
roughly 85  percent of all its phosphate fertilizers. In 2015, 20  percent of 
Peru’s total phosphate exports went to India, worth $71 million of a 
total of $349 million in global exports.32 In the long run, the demand 
for some minerals, such as copper and phosphates,  will remain high in 
India owing to insuffi cient domestic reserves; and for  these, Latin Amer-
i ca can be a reliable supplier and partner.

Energy

A number of countries in Latin Amer i ca are major global producers of 
petroleum products and crude oil. The U.S. Energy Information Admin-
istration estimates that Latin Amer i ca has roughly 339 billion barrels of 
proven oil reserves— but Venezuela alone accounts for a disproportion-
ate 298 billion barrels. Brazil, Mexico, and Venezuela are among the 
world’s top twelve oil producers. On the other hand, India is among the 
world’s biggest oil consumers,  behind only the United States, China, and 
Japan. Although Mexico (2.81 million barrels per day [bpd]) and Brazil 
(2.95 million bpd) produce more oil than Venezuela (2.68 million bpd), 
Venezuela is the biggest exporter since its domestic consumption is much 
lower than that of Brazil and Mexico.33 In the past few years, Venezuela 
has decreased its oil exports to the United States while increasing ex-
ports to Asia. In 2014, it exported 21.59 million tons of oil to India. The 
other major oil exporters to India are Brazil (5 million tons), Mexico 
(4.34 million tons), Colombia (5.26 million tons), and Ec ua dor (1.31 
million tons)—in total, India’s crude oil imports from Latin Amer i ca 
amounted to $24 billion in 2014.34

The demand for oil in India  will remain high for the next few years— 
even if India diversifi es to renewable sources, such as solar and wind 
power— and Latin Amer i ca provides India with an opportunity to di-
versify its oil imports. At pres ent, about 60  percent of India’s oil im-
ports come from West Asia. Between 2003 and 2014, Latin Amer i ca’s 
share of India’s total oil imports  rose from 4.5  percent to 19  percent.35 
Now, crude oil imports account for roughly half of total India– Latin 
Amer i ca trade in goods, and Venezuela, the biggest supplier, is India’s 
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third- largest source of oil imports,  after only Saudi Arabia and Iraq. Two 
developments in Latin Amer i ca add to this strategic space: fi rst is Mexi-
co’s energy reforms, which allow foreign companies to play a larger role 
in Mexico’s oil industry; the second is the discovery of offshore oil re-
serves by a number of Latin American countries, including Brazil, Mex-
ico, and Colombia.

 There is another side to the story: India also exports petroleum prod-
ucts, such as diesel, to Latin Amer i ca. According to India’s Ministry of 
External Affairs, “Diesel exports by Reliance itself account for more 
than 52   percent of India’s exports to Brazil, up from the forty one 
 percent of India’s exports in 2012.” India’s role in this sector has also 
evolved: Indian companies are increasingly part of joint ventures in ex-
ploration and production (upstream) activities. The biggest player is 
India’s state- owned ONGC Videsh Ltd. (OVL), which has invested in oil 
blocks in Brazil, Colombia, Cuba, and Venezuela. In Colombia, OVL 
has a 50:50 joint venture with China’s Sinopec, forming a new com pany 
called Mansarovar Energy Colombia Ltd.36 OVL has also signed a 
memorandum of understanding with Mexico’s state- owned Petróleos 
Mexicanos (Pemex) to cooperate in Mexico’s upstream sector, and has 
set up an offi ce in Mexico.37 Private players such as Reliance, Assam 
Com pany, and Videocon Industries also have investments in Brazil and 
Colombia. Some of  these investments are in offshore exploration blocks 
in Colombia, Peru, Cuba, and Brazil; exploration in such blocks can be 
costly, and if fi rms  don’t strike suffi cient oil early, they can divest or re-
linquish their stake in the proj ect. Reliance has done so in two blocks in 
Colombia38 and one in Peru but is now looking to invest in Mexico.39

A new ave nue for cooperation within the energy sector is through 
biofuels. Brazil is one of the world’s largest producers of biofuels— 
second only to the United States— and Argentina, Colombia, Peru, and 
Paraguay are also producers of ethanol fuel, some of which is derived 
from sugarcane molasses and some from grain feedstock such as wheat 
and corn.40 Indian companies such as Praj Industries and Renuka Sugars 
have sizable investments in ethanol and biofuel proj ects in Brazil, Co-
lombia, Peru, Mexico, Argentina, Bolivia, and even some Central Amer-
ican countries.41  There is a lot to be learned from  these experiences, and 
it would be a prudent move to apply  those lessons in India, where the 
demand for biofuels is increasing; it is also a way to combat India’s en-
ergy security woes.

Motor Vehicles

Latin Amer i ca has been a source of exports for Indian motor vehicle 
manufacturers for many de cades. Bajaj Auto, Mahindra & Mahindra, 
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and Tata Motors  were among the early exporters, and their vehicles dot 
the landscapes of practically  every country in South and Central Amer-
i ca. Such companies as Sonalika International, Escorts Group, and Ma-
hindra also sell their tractors to farmers in the Pampas region in Uru-
guay, Argentina, and Brazil. Car manufacturers from India also target 
Latin Amer i ca: Mexico overtook South Africa as the largest destination 
of Indian car exports, totaling $787 million in 2014–15. India exported 
$1.3 billion worth of cars to Latin Amer i ca in 2014–15. Some, such as 
TVS Motors and Bajaj, sell two- wheelers, and Bajaj is the market leader 
in Colombia and Central Amer i ca, and is looking to enter new markets, 
including Paraguay. But their success  there has invited more competition 
from India: Hero MotoCorp is targeting Latin Amer i ca as a key growth 
area for its global business. Hero has inaugurated its fi rst international 
manufacturing plant in Villa Rica, a small town in the western province 
of Colombia. The plant is expected to generate 2,200 jobs— a large 
number, insofar as the population of Villa Rica is only 15,000— and to 
manufacture up to 150,000 units per year. As Pawan Munjal, the chief 
executive offi cer of Hero, told India’s Economic Times,

 There is no country that is as strategically located than Colombia. If 
we want to sell in the Andean countries, it makes sense to use this 
base. We are also exploring the possibility of making Colombia the 
base for sending our products to markets in North Amer i ca. We are 
si mul ta neously aiming to launch in Brazil by 2016, and an early 
launch in Argentina.42

Hero is not the only Indian motor vehicle manufacturer looking to 
set up a plant in Latin Amer i ca. Tata’s Jaguar Land Rover announced 
in December 2013 that it intends to build a manufacturing plant in 
Itatiaia, located in the state of Rio de Janeiro in Brazil, which  will even-
tually produce up to 24,000 cars annually.43 Ultimately, however, it 
may be more diffi cult for motor vehicle manufacturers to wade through 
the multifarious laws and regulations in Brazil, and some, like Hero, 
may fi nd more success operating in Central Amer i ca and the Andean 
region.

Information and Communications Technology

The presence of Indian ICT companies in Latin Amer i ca provides per-
haps the biggest value- added proposition in the India– Latin Amer i ca 
commercial relationship. Unlike the commodity- based trade and invest-
ments in minerals and oil, this is where India’s role is most vis i ble. Indian 
ICT companies employ more than 25,000  people in Latin Amer i ca. They 
provide solutions to a  whole gamut of sectors, including retail, mining, 
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manufacturing, banking, and fi nance. Tata Consultancy Ser vices (TCS) 
has the largest presence, employing more than 14,000 locals in the re-
gion, with offi ces in nine Latin American countries— and it is still ex-
panding.  There are more than thirty Indian ICT companies pres ent in 
Latin Amer i ca; some are big players, such as Wipro, Infosys, and Tech 
Mahindra, and  others are smaller enterprises, such as Mann India Tech-
nologies and Cellent.44  These investments are a win- win proposition: 
Indian companies benefi t from the near- shoring model of providing ser-
vices to North American markets while also operating in India (thus 
working full- time in each time zone), and Latin Amer i ca gains a much- 
needed value- added ser vice, increased employment opportunities, and 
overall development of the ICT sector. Ankur Prakash, vice president of 
TCS’s Latin Amer i ca division, said in an interview with Gestión, a busi-
ness and economics journal in Peru, that the com pany plans to double 
its 600 local employees in two years. He added that the IT market in 
Peru would continue its double- digit growth.45

We can expect more investments by Indian ICT companies, and the 
existing investors in Latin Amer i ca are likely to expand and consolidate 
their business presence.  These companies also play a part in shoring up 
India’s image as a heavyweight in the global technology industry, which is 
in contrast to the image of India as the land of spiritual gurus and yoga.

Phar ma ceu ti cals

Indian phar ma ceu ti cal companies are major players in the global phar-
ma ceu ti cal sector, and their exports to Latin Amer i ca form a signifi cant 
part of the trade basket. India began exporting phar ma ceu ti cals to 
nearly all the countries in Latin Amer i ca  toward the end of the twentieth 
 century, aided by a push from Brazil, which opened the doors to phar ma-
ceu ti cal majors from India, China, and Canada in 1997 in a bid to invite 
foreign investment and technology sharing in the sector. High- quality, 
low- cost generic drugs from India changed the market in Brazil, which 
allowed the import of generic drugs only in 2000. Brazil and Mexico 
became the most impor tant partners in this venture, and the supply of 
active phar ma ceu ti cal ingredients (APIs) as well as fi nished formulations 
changed the nature of the phar ma ceu ti cal market in  those countries. In-
dian majors such as Glenmark, Torrent Pharma, Dr. Reddy’s, and also a 
handful of small and medium- sized phar ma ceu ti cal companies now op-
erate in Latin Amer i ca through local subsidiaries.46  There is also a 
healthy mix of exports of fi nished formulations and APIs, with the for-
mer accounting for 55  percent of phar ma ceu ti cal exports and the latter 
accounting for 44   percent (with the remaining 1   percent constituting 
herbal and ayurvedic products).
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Po liti cal Relations

 There has been a noted increase in po liti cal  will between the countries 
of Latin Amer i ca and India. This has been highlighted by the increase in 
high- level po liti cal visits in the past fi ve years and also by the meetings 
between India and the troika of CELAC in 2012 and in September 2014. 
In the past de cade, the number of Indian embassies in Latin Amer i ca 
has increased from seven to fourteen, and Latin American embassies in 
India have increased from twelve to twenty. Apart from the politicians, 
the main actors are the ministries of foreign affairs and commerce and 
diplomats in India and Latin Amer i ca.47

The Ministry of Commerce and Industry in India has taken some 
steps to improve India’s relationship with Latin American countries. 
The most notable step taken recently by the ministry is to review India’s 
ten  free trade agreements (FTAs) and fi ve preferential trade agreements 
(PTAs) and to upgrade existing agreements with the region.48 Emerging 
markets  were identifi ed as a new area of focus in 2014, and then Com-
merce Secretary Rajeev Kher said that the priority was to “negotiate 
FTAs with countries with which we feel India has a strong exporting 
interest. For us  those regions are Latin Amer i ca, Africa, West Asia, CIS 
where we  will look for partners.” He added that exports would be used 
as a means of “pulling up the economy.” 49 In less than two years, the 
BJP- led government has begun negotiations on an FTA with Peru, and 
the Union Cabinet has approved the expansion of India’s PTA with 
Chile.

India’s Ministry of External Affairs has expressed an interest in 
deepening its relationship with LAC through efforts being made to im-
prove ties with existing regional mechanisms such as the Pacifi c Alliance 
(of which India is an observer member) and Mercosur. Negotiations and 
dialogues to expand the PTA with Mercosur have already begun, and 
new trade agreements are planned with some LAC countries. From a 
trade policy perspective, India’s exports to Latin Amer i ca are already 
at a disadvantage when compared with  those of China, the United States, 
Eu rope, and Japan, all of which have FTAs with Latin American coun-
tries. If India intends to increase exports to Latin Amer i ca and reduce its 
large trade defi cit, FTAs  will be a key determinant. Many analysts in 
India as well as in Latin Amer i ca share this sentiment. Patricia Campos 
de Mello, editor- at- large with the newspaper Folha de São Paulo, remarks 
that “ there is a modest trade agreement between India and Mercosur, 
which is narrow and should be expanded. But Brazil exports only a few 
products to India (mainly commodities) and the relationship has a lot of 
room to improve.”50



50 The Expanding Role of China and India in Latin America

Peru has been particularly interested in signing an FTA with India, a 
stance reiterated by Peruvian president Ollanta Humala at the BRICS- 
UNASUR meeting in 2014. Humala spoke of a “mutual” interest for 
Peru and India to sign an FTA and also of a pos si ble state visit to India.51 
According to a high- level Peruvian diplomat, “Peru has  great expecta-
tions from the new government in India, to increase commerce, tourism, 
and investments between both countries. One of the mea sures could be 
through the signing of an FTA.”52 Negotiations have begun in 2016, 
 after a short joint feasibility study was conducted. Nonetheless, signing 
an FTA—be it with Peru or any other Latin American country—is a 
lengthy pro cess, and the effectiveness of such an FTA in improving eco-
nomic relations  will depend on how it is implemented by actors on both 
sides.

While  there is increased po liti cal  will from most Latin American 
countries, the same cannot be said of Brazil, which has become more 
inward- looking in the past few years. This was anticipated, owing to the 
economic slump and internal po liti cal issues. In a personal interview, 
Oliver Stuenkel, coordinator of Fundação Getúlio Vargas’s School of 
History and Social Science, observed that “Brazil is undergoing a sys-
temic foreign policy retreat. The bud get of the Ministry of External Af-
fairs has been cut by roughly 30  percent and  there has been a massive 
reduction of activities. It is unfortunate that when the economy deterio-
rates, foreign policy is the fi rst to suffer.” He added that the intake of 
diplomats has also decreased to only eigh teen recently, from a high of 
100 during Lula’s presidency.53

Thus, on the Latin American side, a key question is  whether Brazil 
 will remain at the forefront of the region’s ties to Asia in general and to 
India in par tic u lar. President Lula visited India three times in his eight 
years in offi ce, and his government played a key role in launching and 
supporting the IBSA initiative. Yet during President Rousseff’s fi rst term 
in offi ce  there was a palpable decline in Brazil’s global south agenda, 
and during the 2014 presidential campaign a key foreign policy issue 
was  whether Brazil should return to its more traditional pro- Western 
stances in global affairs. This was underscored especially by the center-
right Brazilian Social Demo cratic Party candidate Aécio Neves, but also 
(perhaps less predictably) by the Socialist Party candidate Marina Silva. 
If Brazil drops its leadership role in moving forward the Indo- LAC 
agenda, it is not obvious which country is ready to pick it up. A fi rst 
victim of this could be the other wise commendable IBSA initiative, al-
ready  under severe strain as a result of the competition and close overlap 
with the much better funded BRICS group. An obvious candidate is Ar-
gentina, but some would argue the country is still caught up in its do-
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mestic economic and po liti cal challenges to do any such  thing. The same 
could be said of Venezuela.

Gaps to Be Filled

Like any other relationship, the Indo- LAC relationship has its share of 
gaps. India and Latin Amer i ca must take certain mea sures to address 
issues of signifi cance to both. What are  these issues, and what kind of 
forward movement can we expect?

 There are three main issues: high tariff barriers and restricted mar-
ket access, lack of knowledge, and a lack of connectivity. The fi rst issue 
is one of relevance not only to Latin Amer i ca but to all of India’s trading 
partners. The same prob lems can also be attributed to some Latin Amer-
ican countries, such as Brazil. In August 2014, Colombian diplomats in 
India  were reported to have said that “market access is a challenge” and 
that import duties on some products, such as coffee, apparel, and fl ow-
ers, could be as high as 100  percent.54 Greater access to markets should 
also help lift trade from its current stagnancy. India’s announcement of 
working  toward a national goods and ser vices tax— which would re-
place taxes levied by states— should also ease the task of  doing business 
in India.55

The lack of knowledge is a prob lem, but it can also be viewed as an 
opportunity. Soraya Caro, director of the Center for Research on India 
and South Asia (CESICAM) at the Universidad Externado in Colombia, in 
a personal interview said that “the lack of knowledge about the oppor-
tunities generated by India’s growth puts Colombians at a disadvantage 
when investing and partnering with India in strategic areas like infra-
structure, management, and development of public ser vices, specialty 
cafés, and mining ser vices.” She added that it created an opportunity for 
academia, to fi ll the knowledge gap by providing con temporary research 
on India and Latin Amer i ca within the context of geopolitics, geoeco-
nomics, and changing social dynamics.56

Lack of connectivity can be a major prob lem for commerce as well as 
social interactions. Owing to a lack of well- established maritime routes 
between India and Latin Amer i ca, some carriers take between forty- fi ve 
and sixty days to arrive. Some countries, among them Chile (which is 
the country most distant from India in the world), have demonstrated 
that this need not be a barrier if integrated trade routes exist.  After all, 
trade between India and South Asia amounts to only half of the trade 
between India and Latin Amer i ca.57 The lack of air connectivity hinders 
social contact, but an effort is being made to improve this situation and 
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also to make air travel more affordable for tourism. For example, Emir-
ates, the UAE- based airline, has expressed interest in beginning a route 
between India and Panama City.58

DOE S IND I A’S  MOD I  GOV E RNME N T PROV IDE  A T URN ING 
PO IN T IN  INDO-  L AC RE L AT IONS?

Much has been written about the Modi- led government in India. Po liti-
cal analysts in India tend to focus on Modi’s role in the Gujarat riots in 
2002 and on his personalized style of management during four terms as 
chief minister of that state, as well as on the implications of Hindutva 
ideology for India’s foreign policy.59 Economic analysts focus on the 
probability of replicating the growth in Gujarat on a national scale, and 
on the prospects of reviving India’s economic growth.60

The media in LAC have followed the new administration right from 
Modi’s electoral campaign. As the results of the elections  were an-
nounced in May 2014, Peru’s El Comercio and Brazil’s O Globo carried 
reports on the BJP’s massive electoral victory and the imminent rise of 
Modi to the offi ce of prime minister. El Comercio’s article was titled 
“Narendra Modi, from Tea Vendor to Ruler of India.” 61 An editorial 
that appeared  later in O Globo articulated it succinctly: “Modi, who as 
a young child sold tea along with his  father, has an open view of the 
market. This can translate into more trade and mutual investments.” 62 
The columnist Andrés Oppenheimer looked at the results from a global 
perspective. Besides suggesting that the landslide election victory could 
revive India’s economy, he went further to suggest that “if he succeeds, 
his government could also have a  great impact on the global economy, 
especially in emerging markets.” 63

Such optimism is expected when the stakes are so high in India, but 
what does the Modi- led government bring into the India- LAC equation? 
The initial outlook is positive, and  there are two broad reasons why. First, 
for the fi rst time in thirty years, India has elected a majority govern-
ment. This has brought about many changes: it cuts out co ali tion poli-
tics and gives more room to implement reforms. The Modi government 
has not made any major changes in foreign policy, but  there appear to be 
fewer obstacles in the domestic arena. If his government is able to return 
India to higher growth, this  will likely encourage global commodity 
markets, which in turn  will benefi t commodity exporters in LAC.

Second, Modi already has ties to Latin Amer i ca, which  were estab-
lished well before he took offi ce as prime minister. As the chief minister 
of Gujarat, a coastal state in western India, he met with a del e ga tion of 
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Latin American diplomats and businesspersons— a meeting or ga nized 
by GRULAC (Group of Latin American and Ca rib bean Countries)— not 
once but twice. This may seem strange insofar as Latin Amer i ca has 
rarely, if ever, been on the priority list for Indian politicians. In this case, 
however,  there was a clear convergence in Gujarat’s large share of Indo- 
LAC trade and Modi’s keen interest in Gujarat’s international undertak-
ings. The extent of Gujarat’s commercial role must not be understated: it 
accounts for more than half of overall Indo- LAC trade. A large propor-
tion consists of trade in petroleum products, whereby Indian conglomer-
ates import crude oil from Latin Amer i ca and some oil refi ners, such as 
Reliance Industries, export diesel to Brazil. The exports of phar ma ceu-
ti cals and agrochemicals are also part of this trade basket.64

As mentioned above, a start has been made with Modi’s visit to Brazil 
for the BRICS summit in July 2014. Besides meeting with Brazil’s presi-
dent Dilma Rousseff— where Modi was welcomed with military honors 
at the Presidential Palace— Modi met the leaders of South Amer i ca at 
the BRICS- UNASUR meeting in Brasília. At the meeting, Modi offered 
to expand cooperation to areas such as telemedicine, weather forecast-
ing, e- governance, resource mapping, and disaster management, but, more 
impor tant, he stated that India would work more closely with South 
Amer i ca than ever before. Insofar as  these statements  were made shortly 
 after he took offi ce, they must be taken with a grain of salt— but they 
stand on their own.

The biggest concern for the India of 2015 is the state of its economy 
and the millions still living in poverty (estimated to be 21.9  percent of 
the population in 2014, according to the poverty line set by the Ten-
dulkar Committee).65 Despite being a global player in many industries, 
the government in New Delhi often follows an India- fi rst policy, priori-
tizing domestic objectives such as the revival of GDP growth. India  will 
also continue to focus on narrowing the current account defi cit, infra-
structure proj ects, poverty alleviation, increasing manufacturing and 
agricultural output, and modernizing its defense capabilities.66

Many initiatives on increasing investment, manufacturing, exports, 
and infrastructure proj ects have been announced and overtures have 
been made to key foreign partners, such as the United States, China, Japan, 
and Brazil. The prospects for growth seem positive, and this sentiment 
has been echoed by the fi nancial and capital markets. On September 26, 
2014, Standard & Poor’s revised the outlook for India from “negative” 
to “stable.” The credit- ratings agency attributed the revision to the 
changing po liti cal scenario, saying in a statement that “India’s improved 
po liti cal setting offers an environment conducive to reforms, which 
could boost growth prospects and improve fi scal management.” It further 



54 The Expanding Role of China and India in Latin America

elaborated that the “current government’s strong mandate  will enable it 
to implement many of its administrative, fi scal, and economic reforms.” 67 
In February 2016  these forecasts  were reaffi rmed by the news that In-
dia’s economy grew faster than China’s in 2015, and would continue to 
grow at an average of 7.5  percent, according to the IMF.

India’s growth story is an impor tant one for Latin Amer i ca too, 
which hopes to increase its commercial engagement with India through 
investments in ICT, infrastructure, energy, defense, and mining proj ects. 
Also relevant are the mea sures taken by India’s Ministry of Commerce 
and Industry and the Ministry of External Affairs. Both have expressed 
an interest in Latin Amer i ca: the “Focus: LAC” program initiated by the 
Ministry of Commerce and Industry, the opening of new diplomatic 
missions between India and Latin Amer i ca, and the rising number of 
high- level po liti cal visits are only some  examples.68

C ONC LUS ION

Indo- LAC links have come a long way. They have been driven by the 
commercial sector, but  there has been a palpable increase in diplomatic 
and po liti cal  will since the beginning of the twenty- fi rst  century. While 
the majority of the dealings are bilateral, a more concerted effort should 
be made to collaborate on mutual areas of interest in international fo-
rums, such as the United Nations, and in multilateral ones, such as IBSA. 
India’s growth story is far from over, and Latin Amer i ca’s share of the 
global market is also expected to increase in years to come.

India must not be dampened by the news that Latin Amer i ca’s growth 
is slowing. According to an April 2016 report, the UN Economic Com-
mission for Latin Amer i ca and the Ca rib bean forecasts a contraction of 
0.6   percent for the Latin American and Ca rib bean region in 2016. In 
assessing overall macroeconomic vulnerability, a September 2014 report 
by the Brookings Institution, a U.S.- based think tank, coined the ex-
pression “one region, three Latin Amer i cas.” The fi rst group comprises 
Chile, Colombia, Peru, and Mexico; the second includes only Brazil; 
and Argentina and Venezuela make up the third group.69 The lesson for 
India  here is to maintain and diversify its growing commodity- based 
relationship with the third group, expand its trade and investment with 
Brazil, and focus more on areas of investment, trade agreements, and 
joint proj ects with the fi rst group— Chile, Colombia, Peru, and Mexico. 
The last set of recommendations has already been initiated by way of 
trade negotiations with Peru, and an expansion of the existing PTA with 
Chile.
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If both India and LAC work together on bridging some of the gaps 
mentioned above, they may achieve the momentum needed to elevate the 
relationship into more strategic areas of cooperation. As a rule, conser-
vative governments in the region are less interested in Asia than progres-
sive ones, and are keener to work with the region’s traditional diplo-
matic partners in North Amer i ca and Western Eu rope than with the 
Chinas and Indias of this world. The under lying question is how long it 
 will take the word to penetrate to all po liti cal sectors in Latin Amer i ca 
that the action in the new  century has shifted from the North Atlantic to 
the Asia Pacifi c.
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