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Chile's new government walks
tightrope between Washington and
Beijing

By R. Evan Ellis

Chilean President José Antonio Kast's government is walking a tightrope between
the influences of the United States and China. File Photo by Elvis Gonzalez/EPA
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April 1 (UPI) -- When Chilean Foreign Minister Francisco Pérez
Mackenna posted a photograph on social media last month, the
message was hard to miss.




Chinese Ambassador Niu Qingbao. His posture and attire were
the same in both.

The symmetry appeared deliberate. It also captured the central
challenge facing President José Antonio Kast, who took office
March 11.

Kast is one of Latin America's most openly pro-Washington
leaders, and his government has moved quickly to align Chile
with U.S. positions on Venezuela, Taiwan and some regional
security questions.

Yet, China's place in Chile's economy is so large that any sharp
break with Beijing would carry serious costs. Officials, business
leaders and investors in Santiago understand that well.



| spent the week of March 22 to Saturday in Chile, giving
presentations and speaking with business leaders, security
officials and academics about China's role in the country. What
| found was a government trying to manage a strategic tension
that has no simple resolution.

Security friction

That tension became visible almost as soon as Kast took office.
In February, the outgoing Boric administration was drawn into
controversy over U.S. sanctions on three officials involved in
approving the "Chile-China Express," a Chinese fiber-optic
cable project between Valparaiso and Hong Kong that U.S.
officials reportedly viewed as a potential security concern.

Ambassador Niu responded publicly, accusing Washington of
trying to undermine the sovereignty of other nations.

Around the same time, a Chinese oceanographic vessel, seen by
some outside analysts as having possible intelligence
significance, carried out activities in Chilean waters that
Beijing described as scientific research.

A People's Liberation Army hospital ship also made port calls in
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space facility in the Atacama Desert amid concerns that it
could have dual-use value.

China's military presence also extended beyond maritime
activity. When | addressed the opening session of the academic
year at Chile's National War College, a three-person People's
Liberation Army delegation, including the military attaché and
his deputy, attended the event. Chilean colleagues told me that
such visibility in that setting was unusual.
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Even so, the long-term contest is unlikely to be decided
primarily in the security sphere. It is more likely to be decided
in the economy, where China's position is much stronger.

Economic dependence

China receives roughly half of Chile's copper exports and 71%
of its lithium, two minerals central to both Chile's economy and
the global energy transition. Chinese companies reportedly
control about two-thirds of Chile's electricity distribution
network. China also purchases about 90% of Chile's cherry
exports and is an important market for grapes, wine and other
agricultural goods.



Santiago and other cities. Huawei runs at least three data
centers in Chile. Two Chinese state-linked firms are among the
finalists competing to expand the Port of San Antonio, Chile's
most important deepwater facility.

During my visit, Chilean contacts also pointed to early
commitments linked to a possible Chinese port project in
Tierra del Fuego. If such a project advances, its significance
would extend well beyond southern Chile. At a minimum, it
would deepen China's presence near maritime routes of
growing strategic importance.

This is the dilemma confronting Kast. Chile does not face only a
diplomatic choice between Washington and Beijing. It also
faces the practical question of how far it can distance itself
from China without damaging sectors vital to growth, exports
and investment.

Washington's challenge

One senior Chilean businessman put the matter bluntly: With
38% of Chile's total exports going to China, more than twice
the share going to the United States, Chile would be unwise to
provoke Beijing without a compelling reason.



episode that remains fresh in many Latin American business
circles.

There is an additional irony that Kast may not welcome. His
signature economic agenda centers on rolling back regulatory
barriers that slowed investment under the previous Boric
government. That may help growth and improve the business
climate. It may also create new openings for Chinese firms that
are already well positioned in key sectors of the Chilean
economy.

Washington has pushed back where it can. Judd has spoken
publicly about Chilean engagements he sees as risky, and the
sanctions linked to the fiber-optic cable sent a clear political
signal.

But pressure without credible alternatives can accomplish only
so much. The United States has moved more slowly than many
in Chile would like in offering financing, technology
partnerships and market access on a scale that could give
Chilean officials and businesses a practical reason to reduce
their exposure to China.
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and avoid the most politically sensitive forms of Chinese
engagement. What he is far less likely to do, because no
Chilean government could do so easily, is unwind the economic
relationship that ties Chile to China.

Whether Washington recognizes that constraint and adjusts its
expectations accordingly may go a long way toward
determining how productive its relationship with Chile's new
government becomes. Pérez Mackenna's carefully balanced
handshake photograph was not merely a gesture. It was a
concise expression of the policy tightrope Chile is now trying to
walk.

R. Evan Ellis is a senior non-resident associate at the Center for
Strategic and International Studies. His latest book, China
Engages Latin America: Distorting Development and
Democracy, is published by Palgrave Macmillan. The views and
opinions expressed in this commentary are solely those of the
author.
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Does China's Belt and Road need
an educational pivot?

China's overseas investment machine -- once the
financial engine of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) --
is beginning to lose momentum.

Voices // 13 hours ago

Whatever happened to the Indo-
Pacific region?

April 1 (UPI) -- As the U.S. war in Iran enters its second

month has the Indo-Pacific region sunk with little trace
in terms of American policy priorities?

Voices // 1 day ago

How polling failures and other
factors led to prediction markets

A University of North Carolina researcher explains
how polling failures, gambling legalization and political
gridlock led to prediction markets.

Voices // 1 day ago

When citizens stop thinking:
stupidity as a political force

March 31 (UPI) -- Why do leaders, and the societies
that follow them, so often misjudge reality so badly?
And why does that failure keep recurring, across
generations?

Voices // 2 days ago

NASA intends to build a base on
the moon by the 2030s -- here's
why

NASA wants to build a base on the moon by the 2030s,

a University of Mississippi professor explains how and
why it wants a long-term lunar presence.

Voices // 5 days ago

American courts are rewriting the
rules for big tech and children

Within 48 hours, the legal landscape governing social
media and children shifted in ways that will take years
to fully understand and verify.



Voices // 6 days ago
Latin America can lower its cost of
capital by 2030

March 26 (UPI) -- Latin America's future growth will
depend not only on politics or commodity prices, but on
something less visible: the cost of capital.

Voices // 6 days ago

Costa Rica's break with Cuba
points to a broader foreign policy
shift

March 26 (UPI) -- Costa Rica's decision to downgrade
relations with Cuba is more than a bilateral dispute -- it
also reflects a broader shift among some governments.

Voices // 1 week ago

How dolphins communicate -- new
discoveries from a long-term study

March 23 (UPI) -- A long-term study in Sarasota, Fla.,
details how bottlenose dolphins are social creatures
that use whistles and clicks to communicate with each
other.

Voices // 1 week ago

Strategic ignorance loses war every
time

March 25 (UPI) -- As Donald Trump and Israel's
Benjamin Netanyahu are now learning or relearning in

the Mideast, it is far easier to start a war than to end
one.
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