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ERIC FARNSWORTH Memo to Washington

the reality that nations such as Argentina, Bolivia, Ecua-
dor, and Venezuela do not particularly want to have a 
partnership with the U.S. at this juncture and that sev-
eral are busily establishing hemispheric institutions 
that purposefully exclude the United States and Can-
ada. Others, particularly in Central America and the Ca-
ribbean, have little capacity for a true partnership with 

Washington no matter how much they and we might 
want one. The disparities in size, wealth and power are 
just too great.

There is no other region of the world where the U.S. 
pursues a similar course, nor would any other regional 
policy and advocacy community accept it as the most 
appropriate foreign policy framework.4 So far, we have 
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I
n November 2011, 
the Confederation of 
Chinese Associations 
of Mexico (CACHIMEX) 
held the third annual 

Expo China trade fair in 
Mexico City. Hosting over 
100 Mexican companies 
alongside ones from China, 
Peru and Vietnam, the 
fair opened new export 
channels to China for 
Mexican fruits, vegetables 
and scrap metals. It was 
a humble beginning, but 
offered the promise of 
bolstering exports in a 
country where the trade 
defi cit with China—$40 
billion in 2010—is Latin 
America’s largest.

The Expo’s greatest con-
tribution may be symbolic. 
“By promoting exports to 
China we hope to reduce 
the perception that our 
fairs are all about bring-
ing ‘made in China’ prod-
ucts into Mexico,” explains 
CACHIMEX Secretary Gen-
eral Jimmy Li. Websites 
like Pinche Chinos (Damn 
Chinese) and Ten Reasons 

Not to Buy Chinese Prod-
ucts refl ect a view that Chi-
nese businesses will bring 
a trans-Pacifi c “invasion” 
of cheap textiles, shoes, 
toys, and steel products. 
Even more distressing, 
though, is the increase in 
vandalism and robbery 
of ethnic Chinese super-
markets, travel agencies 
and department stores. 
Between early 2010 and 
mid-2011, the Chinese As-
sociation of Tijuana regis-
tered over 20 assaults on 
members’ businesses.

Bad as things are, they 
used to be worse. Chi-
nese nationals and descen-
dants, who fi rst arrived 
in Mexico during the rail-
road boom of the 1880s, 
numbered about 18,000 
in 1930. But when thou-
sands of unemployed Mex-
icans returned from the 
U.S. during the Great De-
pression, ethnic Chinese 
came to be viewed as com-
petitors in an already tough 
job market. By the end of 
the decade, Mexico had 

expelled nearly 70 per-
cent of its Chinese and Chi-
nese-Mexican population, 
citing violence between ri-
val Chinese gangs, illegal 
lending and exclusionary 
hiring practices as pre-
texts. Most were deported 
or pressured to emigrate to 
Hong Kong, Macao and the 
United States. Today the 
community has recovered 
only marginally: the 2010 
census registered 6,655 
Chinese-born residents, 
and the Chinese embassy 
counts 20,000 Mexicans of 
Chinese origin. Unoffi cial 
estimates by community 
leaders, however, tell a dif-
ferent story. Tijuana alone 
is thought to be home to 
25,000 Chinese immi-
grants and descendants, 
and Mexicali an additional 
35,000.

These divergent fi g-
ures refl ect a broader lack 
of communication among 
Chinese communities, the 
state and the private sec-
tor. Politicians and busi-
ness executives habitually 

decline to endorse events 
like Expo China for fear of 
popular criticism. Yet capi-
talizing on such trade fairs 
to place more than just 
fruit, vegetables and scrap 
metal in Chinese markets 
will require precisely such 
support.

It will also require buy-
in from the public—which 
means getting creative 
with messaging cam-
paigns and promoting cul-
tural awareness. “Culture 
and commerce are like two 
hands of the same person,” 
Li says. The city govern-
ments of Tijuana, Mexicali 
and Guadalajara have sup-
ported Chinese festivals, 
parades and local mar-
ketplaces. It remains to 
be seen if they can attract 
enough domestic support 
for Chinese businesses to 
penetrate the global mar-
ketplace.

Adrian H. Hearn is co-
editor of China Engages 
Latin America: Tracing the 
Trajectory.
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