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Bumper harvest 
Ten years in retrospect: Fruitful international 
agricultural cooperation along the Belt and Road

S ince the launch of the Belt and 
Road Initiative 10 years ago, China 
has been promoting bilateral and 
multilateral economic and trade 

cooperation along the route, promoting 
its agricultural cooperation with coun-
tries and regions involved in the Belt and 
Road Initiative and agricultural develop-
ment in those countries and regions. 

China’s agricultural trade with the Belt 
and Road countries has hit new highs. 
From 2013 to 2022, China’s agricultural 
trade with countries and regions along 
the Belt and Road increased from $67.23 
billion to $141.18 billion, with an average 
annual increase of 8.7 percent. The struc-
ture has also been constantly improving, 
with a noticeable trend of more diversi-
fied imports. 

China’s outward foreign direct invest-
ment in Belt and Road countries’ agricul-
tural industry had accumulated to $14.02 
billion by 2021, accounting for 51.7 per-
cent of China’s total outward FDI in agri-
culture. The investment areas are 
expanding toward the whole industry 
chain covering production, processing, 
logistics, storage and sales, and the invest-
ment regions are expanding from Asia 
and Africa to other regions. 

China and other Belt and Road coun-
tries are building a multi-layer logistics 
network for agricultural products. The 
logistics arrangements such as the China-
Europe Freight Train, China-Laos Rail-
way, and the New International Land-Sea 
Trade Corridor have significantly promot-
ed the orderly cross-border flow of agri-
cultural resources and better allocation of 
such resources. The construction of logis-
tics has considerably shortened the trans-
portation time for agricultural products 
and reduced transportation costs, too. For 
instance, businesses in China’s southwest-
ern region, such as Chengdu, can save 45 
days by importing meat products through 
the China-Europe freight trains, instead 
of using the sea route, while saving 
around 10,000 yuan per ton ($1,392.22 
per ton) of transportation cost compared 
with air transport. 

China and countries along the Belt and 
Road have realized leapfrog growth in 
agricultural technology cooperation by 
jointly tackling major scientific problems 
and carrying out R&D on new technolo-

gies and new products. By 2021, China 
had sent more than 2,000 agricultural 
experts and technicians to more than 70 
countries and regions, promoted more 
than 1,500 agricultural technologies to 
many countries, increased the average 
output of participating projects by 40 to 
70 percent, and effectively improved the 
efficiency, stability and resilience of local 
agricultural production.

The quality of cooperative industrial 
zones — such as the pilot agricultural 
opening-up zones and overseas agricul-
tural cooperation demonstration zones — 
is constantly improving. For instance, the 
governments of China and Uganda and 
the United Nations Food Agriculture 
Organization have jointly launched the 
Agricultural Innovation Technology Cen-
ter under the South-South Cooperation 
project to support Uganda’s strategic 
transformation from self-sustaining agri-
culture toward commercial agriculture 
and to increase its capacity in ensuring 
food security. 

China has assisted Belt and Road coun-
tries in reducing poverty and benefiting 
farmers. Under the framework of the Belt 
and Road Initiative, Chinese companies, 
through various forms of agricultural 
assistance, have helped the local agricul-
tural industry make new progress in pro-
duction technologies and productivity, 
creating job opportunities for the impov-
erished people.

The World Bank predicts that by 2030, 
the Belt and Road Initiative can help lift 
7.6 million people out of extreme poverty 
and 32 million from moderate poverty. 
Research reports by McKinsey & Co and 
Johns Hopkins University respectively 
show that 89 percent and 85 percent of 
the employees of Chinese enterprises in 
Africa are local people, boosting local 
employment and empowering poor peo-
ple in the regions to deal with food crises. 

Cooperative mechanisms between Chi-
na and the Belt and Road countries have 
been improving. By June 2023, China had 
signed over 200 cooperation documents 
on joint construction under the Belt and 
Road Initiative with 152 countries and 32 
international organizations, with over 
3,000 projects for promoting economic 
development and improving people’s live-
lihoods in the Belt and Road countries. A 

number of long-term mechanisms for 
regional agricultural cooperation — such 
as agricultural cooperation among the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 
China, Japan and the Republic of Korea 
(ASEAN+3), the South-South cooperation 
program under the framework of the Spe-
cial Programme for Food Security, and the 
Lancang-Mekong cooperation mechanism 
— have been established.

In the face of mounting instability, 
uncertainty and insecurity in agricultural 
development and food supplies caused by 
major-country competition, intensifying 
geopolitical tensions and climate change, 
China and other Belt and Road countries 
should join hands to press ahead with 
international agricultural cooperation to 

ensure global food security. 
First, the bilateral and multilateral 

cooperative mechanisms on agriculture 
should be improved to attract more coun-
tries and regions to participate in the con-
struction of the Belt and Road Initiative. 

China and other Belt and Road coun-
tries should strengthen the exchanges and 
alignment of their respective agricultural 
development strategies, jointly formulate 
plans for agricultural economic and trade 
cooperation, push for the signing of more 
free trade agreements, enlarge the FTA 
“circle of friends” under the Belt and 
Road Initiative, and further advance trade 
policy and rules coordination on food 
security, animal and plant inspection and 
quarantine, and agricultural and fishery 

cooperation through World Trade Organi-
zation agriculture negotiations. 

Second, the scope and channels for 
agricultural cooperation should be 
expanded to push for the integration of 
industry and value chains and promote 
high-quality development of the agricul-
tural sector. 

Based on Belt and Road countries’ 
respective agricultural resource endow-
ments, the warehousing and logistics net-
works such as the China-Europe freight 
trains, and diversified market demands, 
China and other Belt and Road countries 
should build an industry and supply 
chain for key farm produce along the Belt 
and Road, so as to achieve effective align-
ment of domestic and international sup-
ply and demand and coordinated 
development of supply and industry 
chains to strengthen the resilience of 
those chains.

Third, with technological cooperation 
as the guide, they should promote the 
sharing of benefits of technological 
progress in agriculture. 

By bolstering cooperation in agricultur-
al technologies they can activate overseas 
agricultural production factors to pro-
mote local agricultural development and 
increase local farmers’ incomes. Focusing 
on the modern seed industry, soil health, 
biotechnology, and smart agriculture, 
they should make the utmost of the 
demonstrative effect of leading technolo-
gies and advance whole-industry-chain 
cooperation on agriculture led by techno-
logical cooperation and supported by 
agricultural cooperation.

Fourth, they should boost cooperation 
on the global governance of food security 
to ensure food security and regional sta-
bility. 

China has accumulated rich experience 
and achieved remarkable progress in 
ensuring food security, reducing poverty, 
promoting rural development and 
advancing South-South cooperation, pro-
viding it an opportunity to help other 
developing nations to enhance their com-
prehensive production capacity for major 
farm produce. The Belt and Road coun-
tries have extraordinary agricultural 
resource endowments and huge potential 
in food production, laying a solid founda-
tion for trade cooperation on farm pro-
duce. 
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T he socioeconomic relationship 
between China and the Latin 
American and Caribbean coun-
tries has deepened substantially 

in the 21st century and particularly since 
the launch of China’s Belt and Road Initi-
ative in 2013 in any imaginable field: 
bilateral and regional institutions, 
exchanges between political parties, busi-
ness organizations, educational and aca-
demic institutions, as well as through 
Confucius Institutes from the Malvinas to 
Tijuana. In the economic field, for exam-
ple, in 2022, the total trade volume 
between China and the Latin American 
region reached $485.79 billion, exceeding 
$450 billion for the second consecutive 
year, and an increase of more than 7 per-
cent over 2021. China has been the 
region’s second-largest trading partner 
since 2014. China’s outbound foreign 
direct investment to LAC increased from 
levels close to 1.44 percent of total OFDI 
in the period 2000 to 2004 to 8.81 percent 
from 2020 to 2022. 

The Academic Network of Latin Ameri-
ca and the Caribbean on China (Red ALC-
China) recently published the latest 
edition of its annual Monitor of Chinese 
Infrastructure in LAC, highlighting the 
enormous relevance of China in infra-
structure cooperation. According to 
regional institutions in the LAC, the 
region should be investing more than 5 
percent of its GDP in infrastructure, but 
it was below 2 percent in the period 2015 
to 2019 and fell even further after that as 
a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the recent rise of international interest 
rates and pressures on social and infra-
structure public spending. The Belt and 
Road Initiative’s focus on interconnectivi-
ty and LAC’s infrastructure gap presents 
enormous cooperation potential for both 
parties.

The Monitor analyzed in detail the 
recent Chinese infrastructure trends in 
LAC: The 228 effectively realized infra-

to fulfill LAC’s demand for renewable 
energy and new transportation infra-
structure.

Fourth, and finally, Chinese infrastruc-
ture projects in LAC are highly concen-
trated among a small group of 
companies: Five Chinese companies, 
namely China Communications Con-
struction Company, Power Construction 
Corporation of China, China Railway 
Construction Corporation, China Nation-
al Petroleum Corporation and China 
National Nuclear Corporation, accounted 
for 73 projects until 2022 and for 52.81 
percent of the total amount and 65.34 
percent of generated employment from 
2020 to 2022. The issue is of the utmost 
relevance for the China-LAC cooperation 
in terms of bilateral and regional negotia-
tions on issues of common interest, such 
as technology transfer, relations with 
national or local suppliers and environ-
mental issues, among others. Concentrat-
ing on these companies would allow an 
effective improvement in the quality of 
the China-LAC cooperation.

The exponential growth in the 21st cen-
tury of Chinese presence in LAC and oth-
er parts of the world has been 
accompanied by modernization and 
improvement in the quality of the cooper-
ation. Academics, business organizations 
and respective public sectors in LAC and 
China should strive to improve the mod-
ernization of bilateral and regional Chi-
na-LAC institutions to counter new 
international challenges in development 
and in each of the specific fields of China-
LAC cooperation.
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Invested in the future
Chinese infrastructure projects in Latin America and the Caribbean have increasingly been in renewable energy sector

structure projects by 2022 with an invest-
ment of $104.2 billion and creation of 
more than 721,000 jobs reflect the 
importance of this bilateral coop-
eration; in the most recent 
2020-22 period, 90 infra-
structure projects repre-
sented 36.89 percent of 
the amount of all Chi-
nese infrastructure 
projects since 2005; 
and there has been 
an important 
increase recently. 
Acknowledging 
this important 
recent dyna-
mism, financ-
ing restrictions 
in LAC might 
decrease infra-
structure pro-
jects in the short 
run.

At least four 
trends are impor-
tant to understand 
China’s infrastruc-
ture projects in LAC 
until 2022.

First, while the number 
of infrastructure projects 
remained constant from 2020 
to 2022, the amount per project 
declined substantially, from $457 mil-
lion from 2005 through 2021 to $206 mil-
lion in 2022; the generated employment 
has also fallen recently. This process is 
associated with important changes in 
new Chinese infrastructure projects in 
LAC in the more recent period, which has 
been in new sectors, increasingly in 
renewable energy.

Second, Chinese infrastructure projects 
in LAC have continued to diversify by 
country in the 21st century: Historically, 
Brazil was by far the largest recipient of 
these projects, but from 2020 to 2022 

Argentina was the biggest recipient (with 
37.63 percent of the amount of all pro-
jects), followed by Brazil (16.06 percent), 
Chile (13.71 percent), and Mexico (10.13 
percent), which reflects this new trend. 
Employment generation by infrastruc-
ture project by country during the period 
2020 to 2022 is also very heterogeneous: 
The average was 271 jobs per project for 

Peru, 959 for Mexico, and 4,756 for Brazil. 
This performance is important for the 

LAC-China cooperation and specific 
bilateral exchanges, i.e. China-

LAC infrastructure cooperation 
presents specificities to be 

included in the future.
Third, sectorial 
changes in Chinese 

infrastructure pro-
jects in LAC explain 
several of the 
recent results. 
Between 2005 
and 2009, the 
energy sector 
accounted for 
almost 80 per-
cent of the 
amount of these 
infrastructure 
projects, but this 
dropped to 26.17 
percent in the 

period from 2020 
to 2022. The trans-

portation sector has 
become the new pillar 

of Chinese infrastruc-
ture projects in the 

region, accounting for 
62.86 percent of the amount 

and 84.37 percent of the 
employment from 2020 to 2022. At 

least as relevant is the importance of 
Chinese specialization in renewable 
infrastructure projects: Of the 77 energy 
projects in the period from 2005 to 2022, 
48 were hydroelectric, solar and wind 
power projects accounting for 41.48 per-
cent of the amount of total Chinese infra-
structure projects in the region. These 
renewable energy-related projects are 
capital intensive and generate less 
employment than other projects and 
reflect the general employment trends 
examined above. However, Chinese infra-
structure projects in LAC have been able 
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