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1. What is the Digital Silk Road ?





Timeline

● 2013: Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
● 2015: RMB Cross-border Payment System
● 2015: Digital Silk Road in the OBOR White Paper
● 2016: Innovation-Driven Development Strategy
● 2017: Artificial Intelligence AI Development Plan
● 2018: BRI Digital Economy Strategic Alliance



Timeline

● 2019: 4th Digital Belt and Road Conference (Big Earth Data)
● 2020: Global Initiative on Data Security
● 2020: China Standards 2035
● 2021: 14th Five-Year Plan for National Informatization
● 2022: BRI with 147 countries and 2,970 projects (US$ 4 trillion) 



Rationale

● Dual circulation: ICT independence and interdependence
● Narrow the global digital divide
● Improve competitiveness in digital markets
● Finance and construct digital infrastructure
● Develop and promote PRC standards
● Increase market share in e-commerce and digital services
● Create STEM expertise through educational exchanges



Main Features / Examples

● Land and submarine cables (China Unicom - Global Center HKSAR)

● 5G cellular and smart cities  (Huawei in South Africa and Kenya)

● Internet Infrastructure (Guangxi "China-ASEAN Information Harbor") 

● Cloud and Big Data (DSR Industrial Alliance with Alibaba and +40) 

● BeiDou Navigation Satellite System (北斗卫星导航系统)



DSR Projects in Southeast Asia

Source: POINTE BELLO Report, 2019



Source: POINTE BELLO Report, 2019

DSR Projects in Latin America



2. Why it matters to Latin America? 



1. Negative impact of  COVID-19
2. High poverty and informality rates
3. Infrastructure deficit (2,5% of the region's GDP)
4. Digital divide by age, gender, race, and rural-urban
5. High export commodity concentration ratio
6. Political fragmentation and slow recovery from instability
7. China and United States are the main commercial partners
8. LAC has been slower than Africa and Asia to support BRI



Impact of COVID-19

● More than 1,5 million deaths
● Rich countries response: US$ 14.9 trillion
● Emerging countries response: US$ 2.7 trillion



Source: (USA) CRS Reports 2022

COVID-19 Deaths and Mortality Rates in LAC
(countries with more than 1,000 deaths, as of Jan. 19, 2022)



Source: CEPAL, 2022

Latin America GDP level 2019 - 2021
(index 2019-100)



Source: CEPAL, 2022

Employment and unemployment %
(from 4th quarter of 2019 - 3rd quarter of 2021)



Source: OECD, 2021

The greatest downturn of the past two centuries



Source: Basto-Aguirre et al. (2020)

Share of formal/informal workers living in poverty 
(% of total formal or informal workers)



Infrastructure gap per sector and country (million USD)

Source: IADB, 2021



Profile of Vietnamese exports in 2019

Source: Atlas of Economic Complexity,  2022



Profile of Brazilian exports in 2019

Source: Atlas of Economic Complexity,  2022



Source: UNESCO, 2022

Expenditure on R&D (in billions of current PPP dollars)



Source: CEPAL, 2021

Science and technology people in four countries



Latin America and the BRI

● 19 countries have signed MOUs  → BR, MX, CO, and AR have not
● Pre-existing projects entered the BRI umbrella
● 2010-2014 → 31 projects in LAC = over US$ 21 billion investment 

and 130.122 jobs
● 2015-2019 → 51 projects = over US$54 billion investment and 

134,801 jobs
● Energy and transport = 70% of projects
● Plus: Ports, telecommunications, health, water and military 



3. Digital Transformation in China



Chinese Digital Ecosystem

● Massive scale of internet users 

● Developed and insulated national digital platform ecosystem

● Public policies through gov and big tech platforms cooperation



Travel card (left) and health code (right)

Source: HUANG et al, 2021



China Digital Trends

● Closing the gap between urban and rural
● Struggling for the innovation leadership of the Digital Age 
● Towards a digital cash society



Digital Ecosystem: China and USA

Source: SCMP, 2021



Digital Players: China and USA

Source: SCMP, 2021



Source: SCMP, 2021

Digital Players: China and USA



Source: SCMP, 2021

Digital Players: China and USA



Source: CAICT, 2020

Proportion of digital economy in China’s GDP



Internet users and penetration rate in China  
(2016-2020)

Source: CNNIC, 2021



Source: CNNIC, 2021

Internet penetration rate in urban and rural areas China 
(2016-2020) 



Source: ALLISON et al, 2021

USA and China: quantum patents per year 
(2010-2018) 



Top 10 countries by granted robotics patents 
(2005-2019)

Source: CSET, 2021



Source: HUANG et al, 2021

Number of active users of Alipay and WeChat



Source: SCMP, 2021

Mobile payment market share in China (2020 2Q)



Source: SCMP, 2021

Lending by Big Tech in China (billion US$)



4. Digital Challenges in Latin America



● Underdeveloped regional digital platform ecosystem
● Widening the urban-rural divide
● Affordability as the main factor of digital exclusion
● Lagging behind on 5G infrastructure

LAC Digital Ecosystem



● 2005: Plan of Action on the Information Society in Latin America eLAC 2007 

● 2008: Plan of Action eLAC 2010 

● 2010: Plan of Action eLAC2015

● 2013: Ministerial Conference on the Information Society in Latin America

● 2015: Plan of Action eLAC2018 

● 2018: Digital Agenda for Latin America and the Caribbean

Timeline



Source: UNCTAD, 2019

Market capitalization of 70 largest digital platforms by region  
(2019)



Source: CEPAL, 2021

Digital Ecosystem (GDP and exports): OECD and LAC 



 Users and Internet penetration rate in LAC 
(2020)

Source: CEPAL, 2020



Internet Penetration Rate in LAC (2019)

Source: CEPAL, 2022



Source: CEPAL, 2021

Urban-Rural Digital Divide in LAC  (2010 - 2018, percentage points)



Fixed and mobile broadband subscription 
(2019, % of total population)

Source: CEPAL, 2021



Household fixed broadband subscription LAC 
(2019, % of total)

Source: CEPAL, 2022



5G population coverage (2020)

Source: Global System for Mobile Communications Association, 2021



State of mobile internet connectivity LAC 
(2020)

Source: Global System for Mobile Communications Association, 2021



Country Index 
Score Infrastructure Affordability Consumer 

Readiness
Content and 

Service

China 76 76.5 68.9 78.2 81

Brazil 63.5 69.8 41.6 77.3 72.5

Mexico 67.6 65.9 58.3 72.4 74.9

Chile 73.2 74 60 86.2 74.5

Argentina 67.2 70.5 46.9 85.0 72.3

Mobile Connectivity Index (2019) 

Source: Global System for Mobile Communications Association, 2020



Country Global rank Knowledge Technology Future Readiness

China 15 6 20 17

Brazil 51 51 55 45

Mexico 56 54 57 51

Chile 39 49 35 36

Argentina 61 55 62 52

Digital Competitiveness Index (2021) 

Source: Institute for Management Development, 2021



Country Overall 
Ranking Institutions

Human 
capital 

and 
research

Infra
structure

Market 
sophistication

Business 
sophistication

Knowledge 
and 

technology 
outputs

Creative 
outputs

China 12 61 21 24 16 13 4 14

Brazil 57 78 48 69 75 34 51 66

Mexico 55 77 56 67 55 56 53 52

Chile 53 40 51 47 66 48 58 60

Argentina 79 102 50 64 110 57 73 73

Global Innovation Index (2021) 

Source: World Intellectual Property Organization , 2021



5. Research Agenda



1. How disputes between USA and PRC impact the international 
strategies of Southeast Asian (SEA) and Latin American and the 
Caribbean (LAC) countries?

2. Why different levels of regional cohesion affect LAC and SEA 
adaptation capabilities to the second phase of the Digital Age?

3. Does the internationalization of China's Big Tech generate 
networked relations between Chinese corporate elites and 
business elites in SEA and LAC?

4. How Digital Silk Road (DSR) initiatives impact the STEM 
personnel availability in the SEA and LAC countries? 
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