
In general, Latin America and Caribbean 
trade is still recovering from several years 
of weak performance, particularly with 
exports from the region. A key indicator of 
performance is exports from the region in 
general, which declined 15% in 2015 and 
6% in 2016.  Growth has been generally 
positive through most of 2017, but results 
have been mixed from country to country. 
A key reason for 2016’s weak perfomance 
was the decline in commodity prices, 
including a decline in demand from the US 
which accounted for 75% of the decline 
in exports from the region.  Other factors 
which had negatively impacted both imports 
and exports were currency and political 
weaknesses, with Venezuela and Brazil being 
prime examples of ongoing instability. These 
geopolitical and macroeconomic factors 
have depressed growth rates in major ports 
in the region. With that said, the outlook 
for port development is nevertheless 
somewhat aided by technical developments 
in container shipping, creating continuing 
requirements for port infrastructure 
investment throughout the region. Current 

container throughput for all ports in the 
region is approximately 48 million TEUs.

MEXICO AND CENTRAL AMERICA
The International Development Bank (IDB) 
reported in its 2017 Q1 report that exports 
from the region rose 11%, compared to an 
approximately 2% decline in 2016. This growth 
included 9% growth in exports to the US, 44% 
to China, and 91% to other Asian markets. This 
recovery has fuelled growth in major Mexican 
container ports such as Manzanillo and Lazaro 
Cardenas, and in automobile ports such as 
Veracruz and Altamira.  Though the US has 
been threatening trade agreement changes 
to NAFTA, Mexico’s position as a global auto 
producer and exporter has only grown over 
the past five years.  Overall, Mexican ports’ 
container volume increased 4.5% in 2016, 
which, although moderate, outpaced US 
port growth, and terminal investment has 
continued to rise, keeping up with trade and 
vessel size demand. A key example of this 
investment includes APM Terminals’ US$900 
million investment to expand its terminal in 
Lazaro Cardenas to handle container vessels 

up to 18,000 TEU capacity, expanded from 
the current 13,500 TEU capacity. This capacity 
growth will bring a new level of automation to 
terminal operation, enabling a more efficient 
densification standard. Lazaro Cardenas 
currently handles approximately 1.4 million 
TEUs. Investments are taking place at Mexico’s 
largest port, Manzanillo, which has 2.5 million 
TEU throughput annually. At Manzanillo, 
both SSA México and Contecon Manzanillo, 
a subsidiary of ICTSI, are increasing the 
capacities of their container terminals which 
are currently capable of handling 12,500 TEU 
vessels. Another significant investment taking 
place in Manzanillo is the construction of a 
rail tunnel from the port which allows for a 
far more efficient connection with the North 
American container rail intermodal system.

The growth picture in Central American 
markets has been mixed, with negative 
growth in Guatemala and Nicaragua, and 
Honduras buoyed only by an increase in coffee 
export demand to the US.  Panama is enjoying 
the benefits of the expanded Panama Canal 
supported by growth in the national import/
export economy.  The main players in Panama’s 
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continuing transformation into a crossroads 
of global logistics are shown in Evergreen’s 
terminal investment in Colon, Hutchinson’s 
in Cristobal, and Hutchinson’s in Balboa. 
Another key investment is in neighboring 
Costa Rica, with APM’s investment in Limon-
Moin, a major base for fruit exports and 
chemicals.  As Costa Rica’s economy has 
matured in to an important production 
economy, the nation’s seaports system has 
grown along with logistics demand.   

SOUTH AMERICA
South American countries experienced an 
overall 23% increase in exports in Q1 2017, 
compared to a 4.6% decrease in 2016.  
This growth in 2017 has been led by those 
countries with exports largely based on oil 
and minerals: Brazil, Columbia, Ecuador, 
Peru, and Venezuela. The US, China, other 
Asia, and in some cases South America 
regional markets accounted for most of 
the growth in shipments. Chile’s export 
growth results were somewhat modest, 
both in its decline of 2.6% in 2016, and in 
its recovery of 4% growth in Q1 2017. This is 
attributed to that country’s particular mix of 
commodities that is more balanced between 
minerals and agricultural products.  Similarly, 
Argentina had already experienced a slight 
recovery in 2016 at 1.7% growth in exports, 
and 2017 Q1 was consistent with this trend.  
A main focus of attention with regard to port 
development in South America, is Brazil’s 
start/stop progress after it announced 
plans to privatize over 200 port operations 
in 2013 in order to achieve needed future 
investment of US$12 billion over a 25-
year period. The recent recession in Brazil, 
combined with lack of political and business 
transparency have slowed down progress in 
this area, although a joint venture of APM 
and TIL took an early step with an investment 

in Brazil Terminal Portuario (BTP) in Santos 
in 2013, that opened with a 1.2 million TEU 
operating capacity. Currently the Port of 
Santos handles 3.7 million TEUs annually as 
the largest container port in Brazil, followed 
by Paranagua with 800,000 TEUs.

To the south, the Port of Montevideo 
Uruguay also handles approximately 
800,000 TEUs, and its neighbor Buenos Aires 
handles 1.4 million TEUs. 

The Port of Montevideo, although 
somewhat limited by water depths on the 
La Plata river, is growing and is attempting to 
position itself as a regional logistics center, 
serving not only Uruguay, but neighboring 
Argentina and southern Brazil. The 
primary container terminal in Montevideo 
is Montecon, owned and operated by 
Antwerp-based terminal operator Kateon 
Natie.  Montecon is investing $20 million in 
additional crane capacity, which will bring 
its complement of crane system to a total of 
nine units.

In the north, Columbia’s key ports 
of Cartagena at 2.6 million TEUs and 
Buenaventura, with a throughput of 
900,000 TEUs. Cartagena plays a dual role 
in Latin America‘s marine transportation 
trade, both as an origin-destination port 
for the large Columbian home market, 
as well as a regional transshipment hub, 
whose status is now enhanced by virtue 
of larger ships and more container trade 
transiting the recently-widened Panama 
Canal.

 A recent investment in Cartagena is the 
2016 joint venture announced by APM and 
local terminal operator Compas, that will 
invest $200 million in infrastructure and 
equipment in an existing multi-purpose 
terminal, to triple container capacity to 
600,000 TEUs and to handle 13,000 TEU 
ships.

REGIONAL MARKET INTEGRATION 
CHALLENGES
Although container shipping services 
often make port calls in multiple Latin 
American countries, most of the cargo being 
transported is to and from points outside 
the region, such as the US, China, or other 
Asian countries. The regional markets are 
not as integrated as they could be, and trade 
with the US and China is generally more 
intense than trade between countries in Latin 
America. The Mercosur trade alliance, which 
includes signatory countries  Brazil, Argentina, 
Uruguay, Venezuela, and Paraguay, was 
meant to increase market integration, but the 
organization’s objectives are largely unmet. 
A newer and potentially promising trade 
pact is the Pacific Alliance, which includes 
Chile, Columbia, Mexico, and Peru, and the 
signatories see the pact as necessary in order 
to eliminate trade barriers and increase 
regional trade.  Maritime trade is especially 
important for the Pacific Alliance countries, 
because they are geographically scattered 
through the region.

CARIBBEAN MARKET 
The Caribbean region is another area that 
experienced a strong rebound in trade from 
2015.  Export sales as a whole increased 
12% compared to the same period last year, 
when they had declined by almost 6%.  Two 
of the highest export growth countries have 
been Jamaica, which grew 32%, and Belize, 
which grew 25%, compared to declines in 
2016 of 9% and 25%. The main products 
shipped from Belize are cane sugar, frozen 
orange juice, and frozen shrimp.  Jamaica 
is heavily dependent on foreign trade, 
which accounts for 77% of its GDP.  Bauxite 
is Jamaica’s main export.  A slower growth 
economy has been Haiti, which experienced 
3% growth in Q1 2017, albeit compared 

Investments are taking place at Mexico’s largest port, Manzanillo, above
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to a 21% decline in 2016.  A major open 
factor for the region is Cuba, with the 
largest land area and population and major 
potential trade demand that is impaired 
by geopolitics, including very slow easing 
of trade restrictions.  One restriction is the 
US “180 Day Rule” that prevents any ocean 
carrier, including foreign flag carriers, from 
calling at a US port within 180 days of calling 
in Cuba. The current US administration is 
a wildcard as it has indicated a desire to 
reverse the movement toward normalization 
of relations with the US.  Nevertheless, Cuba 
has ambitious plans to continue to develop 
the Port of Mariel, 300,000 TEUs, into a 
combination transshipment and origin/
destination port capable of handling the 
largest ships transiting the Panama Canal. 
Mariel’s container port is approximately 45 
kilometres west of Havana, and has been 
managed since 2011 by Singapore’s PSA.

The major container ports in the Caribbean 
are the transshipment ports connecting 
East-West traffic transiting the Panama 
Canal, with North-South services to North-
and South America. The three top ports are 
Kingston, Jamaica (1.7 million TEUs), Freeport 
Bahamas (1.4 million TEUs), and Caucedo, 
Dominican Republic (830,000 TEUs).  These 
ports, particularly Kingston and Caucedo 
also serve their comparatively large local 
markets.  Kingston Freeport Terminal is 
operated by Terminal Link, a subsidiary of 
CMA-CGM shipping line. Freeport is operated 

by global operator Hutchison Ports, and is 
a major transshipment hub for the world’s 
second largest container line, MSC. Caucedo 
is operated by DP World, and handles many 
of the global top 10 shipping lines.  All three 
of these ports have either already made or 
are in the process of making, infrastructure 
investments to handle the size and volumes 
required by the 14,000 TEU vessels transiting 
the recently expanded Panama Canal. A 
special case port market in the Caribbean is 
Puerto Rico, a US Commonwealth.  Because 
of this status, Puerto Rico’s cargo trade is 
dominated by US flag shipping lines under 
the Jones Act requirement that marine 
cargo transported between US ports be 
carried on US-flagged vessels. Puerto Rico’s 
cargo trade has been depressed due to the 
continuing deep economic recession and 
declining population of the island. The main 
Port is San Juan with a container volume of 
approximately 1 million TEUs, but San Juan’s 
port infrastructure is generally outdated 
and requires modernization.  In addition to 
the Jones Act requirement, another factor 
preventing Puerto Rico from developing a 
major transshipment port, is that such ports 
have to be very cost effective to compete for 
discretionary transshipment cargo. Because 
Puerto Rico operates under US longshore 
labor jurisdiction, it is almost impossible to 
compete with the lower wage and benefit 
rates experienced at other Caribbean 
transshipment ports.
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