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ABSTRACT 
 
China’s engagement with the Caribbean has intensified over the last 
decade and coincides with its ascendance as a global economic and 
political powerhouse. Chinese investments, particularly in resource-
rich countries such as Guyana, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago, 
have grown exponentially. Although the current trading relationship is 
dominated by Chinese investment in the extractive industries of Carib-
bean countries and the export of these primary products to China 
where production and value added activities occurs, China-CARICOM 
relations have been otherwise multifaceted in nature. While the motiva-
tions for China’s intensified engagement with CARICOM countries have 
been the subject of much debate, this article contends that Chinese in-
vestments in resource-intensive industries represent significant reve-
nue and employment sources for Caribbean countries. It examines the 
potential for channeling Chinese investments into development of new 
growth industries such as renewable energy using the CARICOM-China 
economic framework as a model. This article seeks to identify potential 
mechanisms for building on CARICOM-China cooperation and for 
broadening the academic discourse on China-developing country en-
gagements.  
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1. Overview of China's Expansion into the Caribbean  

 

China’s deepening engagement in the Caribbean over the last 

few years has generated a significant debate. The directions of these 

enquiries have focused on the economic gains and the evolution of the 

political and cultural relationship between both parties, as well as the 

motivations for China’s seemingly renewed interest in the region. Alt-

hough this region’s economic relations with China dates back to the 

mid-nineteenth century with the arrival of Chinese migrants in the West 

Indies and the subsequent importation of Chinese products such as tea, 

political and diplomatic engagement only began in 1972 with the estab-

lishment of diplomatic ties with Guyana and Jamaica (Bernal, 2010; Ca-

diz, 2011).  

Defining the frame of reference to view the Sino-Caribbean re-

lations is an important first step in assessing the potential gains of their 

asymmetrical relationship. On one level, the growing relationship has 

to be viewed with some pessimistic cynicism as nothing more than Chi-

na’s insatiable thirst for industrialization and its desire to expand its 

trade and investment interests. However, many Caribbean leaders wel-

come China’s engagement particularly as the region’s traditional part-

ners — the United States and European Union — and donors, increas-

ingly reprioritize their focus away from members of the Caribbean 

Community CARICOM1 to other countries, particularly in Africa, the 

Middle East, and the smaller countries of the European Union (EU). It is 

therefore not surprising that China’s recent engagement has coincided 

with the West’s distraction elsewhere. While these concerns and views 

seem well founded, the article is based on the premise that in as much 

as China’s engagement with CARICOM counties is linked to its strategic 

interest and needs, this can provide a window of opportunity which can 

https://mail-attachment.googleusercontent.com/attachment/u/0/?view=att&th=14172750d2bd8d2c&attid=0.1&disp=vah&safe=1&zw&saduie=AG9B_P8PkVttWfZSN70AcEWk7ev1&sadet=1380606554950&sads=wCP5M8NQP4eRLXhW5b_DKzSt93c#0.1_footnote1
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be leveraged by the region to expand and diversify its industries to 

achieve sustainable competitiveness.  

This article analyzes China’s changing engagement with 

CARICOM countries in the post-2000 era from an emphasis on dollar 

diplomacy and aid, to development and investment cooperation. This 

change was noticeable with China’s recent announcement that a three 

billion concessionary facility to its CARICOM supporters must be used 

for long-term development projects instead of previous financing of 

government short falls. The article argues that this shift can provide the 

platform for a more constructive engagement in which CARICOM coun-

tries can leverage cooperation for tangible inputs, namely investment, 

technical assistance, and research and development (R&D) to extract 

more sustainable gains, especially in the development of new economic 

activities and industries.  

Therefore, understanding the principal drivers of China’s rela-

tionship with CARICOM provides a useful framework for building co-

operation in industries such as renewable energy, which can benefit 

both parties.  

As with other developing countries, China’s engagement with 

CARICOM countries is largely defined by its needs and threats.  While 

its threats are geopolitical in nature and usually define its foreign poli-

cy, China’s needs are economic in nature and are usually defined in 

terms of its trade policy which includes securing markets for its goods, 

services, and investments, and importantly, accessing natural resources 

and commodities required to drive its economic progress. In general, 

these threats and needs are further broken down into natural resource 

needs, trade and investment needs, geopolitics, and financial needs.  

 
1. 1. The Natural Resource Imperative 

 

China’s demand for natural resources, particularly oil, contin-

ues to grow, as it became the largest consumer after the United States in 

2003. It also recorded the largest increment in global consumption at 5 

percent (+470,000 barrels per day). With total value of imports at 

US275.7billion, China overtook Japan as the third largest importer of 

fuel (behind the European Union and the United States) and has become 

the second largest importer of mining products after Europe, with im-
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port value at US240.5billion (WTO, 2012). Much has been written about 

China’s march into Africa as its appetite for energy grows (Shaw, 2010; 

Cheru and Obi, 2010). Similar sentiments can be applied in the Carib-

bean context, although Sino-Caribbean relations is deeper and sus-

tained with extra-state dimensions such as relatively high levels of Chi-

nese migration to Trinidad and Tobago and significant remittances from 

the Caribbean to China compared to Sino-African connections which 

has been described as shallow or limited (Shaw, 2010).  

Minerals including bauxite, gold, diamonds, and forestry re-

sources in Guyana, Suriname, and Jamaica and sizeable energy re-

sources including oil and gas in Trinidad and Tobago constitute the ma-

jority of the natural resources found in the Caribbean. While the region 

is not poised to become China’s primary or even a significant2 natural 

resource supplier, its importance to China as one source of its energy 

needs can be leveraged to increase trade between China and the re-

gion, position the region as a destination for Chinese energy invest-

ments, and fuel the diversification of regional economies as well as the 

development of new growth sectors such as alternative energy and ap-

plication of  green technologies to existing extractive sectors.  

 
1. 2. The Investment Imperative 

 

China has become a significant investor in the region — invest-

ing in all aspects of the regional economy, from construction and prop-

erty to health and energy. The value of CARICOM’s exports to China 

dramatically grew in 2011 with an 80 percent increase from 2010, and 

dropped slightly in 2012. As expected, energy related exports includ-

ing mineral fuels and oil accounted for the bulk of exports. Given the 

growing disinterest of the U.S. in the economies of the region, the 

CARICOM will be well placed to explore better a trading arrangement 

with China which can offer more attractive market access opportunities 

than currently exist in the Caribbean Basin Preferential Trade Agree-

ment. It must be noted, however, that balance of payment deficits, 

which the CARICOM suffers in its trade with China, is indicative of the 

unbalanced and asymmetric nature of China-CARICOM economic rela-

tions. Despite the opportunities, the Chinese market presents for Car-

ibbean goods and services, several factors including labeling require-

https://mail-attachment.googleusercontent.com/attachment/u/0/?view=att&th=14172750d2bd8d2c&attid=0.1&disp=vah&safe=1&zw&saduie=AG9B_P8PkVttWfZSN70AcEWk7ev1&sadet=1380606554950&sads=wCP5M8NQP4eRLXhW5b_DKzSt93c#0.1_footnote2
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ments in the Chinese language, distance, insurance, freight, and ship-

ping costs will pose severe challenges for exporters and service pro-

viders wishing to penetrate the Chinese market. 

 
1. 3. The Diplomacy Imperative 

 

It is no coincidence that at the end of his two-day meeting with 

CARICOM leaders in June 2013, China’s President Xi Jingping pledged 

US3billion dollars in concessional financing to Caribbean states 

(Bousquet, 2013). This appears to be part of China’s unfolding strategy 

to build its influence in the region in the face of what many analysts see 

as the United States’ increasing disinterest in the region. While it is ar-

guable that China’s interest in the region is motivated by its desire to 

consolidate the “One China Policy3” in all CARICOM states, its actions 

are also driven by the long term benefits of investment in key sectors of 

these economies.  

 
1. 4. The Geopolitics Imperative 

 
While the nature of China’s engagement in the region has been 

defined in terms of economic aid and cultural cooperation, it also has 

some political undertones. Central to this has been CARICOM’s conflict-

ing approach to the “One China Policy.” In the past, several countries 

have switched allegiances between China and Taiwan in order to max-

imize economic aid from the two countries. Currently, Belize and Haiti, 

as well as three Eastern Caribbean States, St. Lucia, St. Kitts and Nevis, 

and St. Vincent and the Grenadines, maintain political links with Tai-

wan. This has resulted in the absence of a single CARICOM position on 

this issue and has led to a weaker Chinese engagement with several of 

the smaller island states.  President Xi Jingping’s financial pledge there-

fore puts CARICOM countries in an awkward position given that some 

of the countries that need the funds the most, still maintain strong ties 

with Taiwan and against China’s wish. A new phase of Sino-CARICOM 

relations will therefore require the region to develop some consolida-

tion of a common position on the China policy as well as on key strate-

gic interests.  

  

https://mail-attachment.googleusercontent.com/attachment/u/0/?view=att&th=14172750d2bd8d2c&attid=0.1&disp=vah&safe=1&zw&saduie=AG9B_P8PkVttWfZSN70AcEWk7ev1&sadet=1380606554950&sads=wCP5M8NQP4eRLXhW5b_DKzSt93c#0.1_footnote3
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2. China’s Growing Interest in the Caribbean – a Catalyst for De-

velopment 
 

Over the last decade or so, China has methodically and almost 

unobtrusively been laying the foundation for a deeper, more compre-

hensive engagement with CARICOM countries. In the past, China’s re-

lationship with the Caribbean region centered on deepening trade and 

cultural ties while pursuing CARICOM’s support for its “One China” 

policy. While these objectives remain key elements of its relations with 

CARICOM, its deepening interest in the region must be seen as part of 

a broader strategic vision of positioning China not only as a global eco-

nomic superpower, but also as a key player in this geographic shift in 

international power from traditional Organization for Economic Coop-

eration and Development (OECD) countries of the North to emerging 

economic powerhouses of the South.  

At a time when many Caribbean economies have been hard hit 

owing to a number of factors including the removal of preferential mar-

ket access to the European Union (EU) for their major commodity ex-

ports under the EU-CARIFORUM Economic Partnership Agreement 

(EPA), fluctuating revenues from the tourism and financial services sec-

tors due in part to the global economic recession conditions and de-

struction caused by major hurricanes during this period, the deep 

pockets of an investment-hungry and cash-rich China that stands ready 

to dole out financial assistance has been just the inducement CARICOM 

countries need. The acceleration of financial inflows and development 

cooperation which the First China-CARICOM Forum in 2005 facilitated, 

intensified under the Second China-CARICOM Forum in 2007, and 

gained further momentum with the articulation of China’s policy paper 

on Latin America and the Caribbean in 2008 as the global financial cri-

sis unfolded.  

In detailing the basis for China’s deepening relationship with 

Latin America and the Caribbean, the Policy Paper noted China’s inter-

est in a number of sectors including energy, mineral resources, forest-

ry, and agriculture which are considered key inputs for expanding its 

domestic productivity and export competitiveness (Castaneda, 2009). 

On the investment front, China saw itself as a partner in the develop-

ment of the region through various infrastructure and social projects. By 
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2011 when the Third China-CARICOM Forum was held, China’s objec-

tive of building a strong South-South bridge via investment and aid into 

the Caribbean was finding strong support among CARICOM leaders. 

With the United States and the EU preoccupied with domestic economic 

and external military issues, China has now assumed the role of bene-

factor to the Caribbean. 

China’s friends in the region have welcomed its deepening in-

terest particularly as this has been matched by a dramatic increase in 

investments and aid. Financial inflows from China to the region in-

creased by more than 300 percent from an estimated US$1.7 billion in 

2004 to US$7 billion in 2009 (Feiser, 2011). In the last five years, China 

has invested approximately US$6 billion and pledged another US$3 bil-

lion in concessional financing to the Caribbean. As seen in Table 1, a 

concentration of those investments has been in the More Developed 

Countries (MDCs) of the Caribbean, with the largest single investment 

committed in property development in the Bahamas in 2010 at a value 

of US$2.5 billion in the Baha Mar development (Daily Mail, 2011). While 

the absence of significant investments in the islands that currently rec-

ognize Taiwan is noticeable, the US$3 billion in concessional funding 

announced by President Xi has led to a call for regional leaders to find a 

solution to the “One China” policy — whatever the outcome.  

As China’s economic growth continues apace, its increasing in-

vestments in a range of sectors within “friendly” CARICOM countries 

together with its willingness to assist them in the financing of many so-

cial sector projects4 provide real opportunities for developing new sec-

tors or for rejuvenating existing ones. However, the issue of balanced 

development across the region comes into question in the absence of a 

One China policy.  

Growing new industries or revitalizing existing ones will re-

quire critical mass that a CARICOM-wide regional market can provide. 

This may be a minimum requirement for potential Chinese investors to 

consider the viability of such ventures. This is particularly significant for 

the region that has been hard hit by the global economic recession and 

that has continued to struggle to stabilize its economies. By 2009, the 

larger countries of the CARICOM5 had experienced an overall decline 

of 1.2 percent; while the small and more vulnerable countries compris-

https://mail-attachment.googleusercontent.com/attachment/u/0/?view=att&th=14172750d2bd8d2c&attid=0.1&disp=vah&safe=1&zw&saduie=AG9B_P8PkVttWfZSN70AcEWk7ev1&sadet=1380606554950&sads=wCP5M8NQP4eRLXhW5b_DKzSt93c#0.1_footnote4
https://mail-attachment.googleusercontent.com/attachment/u/0/?view=att&th=14172750d2bd8d2c&attid=0.1&disp=vah&safe=1&zw&saduie=AG9B_P8PkVttWfZSN70AcEWk7ev1&sadet=1380606554950&sads=wCP5M8NQP4eRLXhW5b_DKzSt93c#0.1_footnote5


                                                 Debbie A. Mohammed and David Anyanwu 

 

156 

ing the Eastern Caribbean Currency Union (ECCU)6 had declined by 

7.3 percent, precipitating a request by several countries7 for Interna-

tional Monetary Fund (IMF) assistance to stabilize their economies (Mo-

hammed and Anyanwu, 2011, p.1).  

The potential for linking Chinese investments — both public 

and private sector to new industries — is quite high since currently 

Chinese investments span a number of sectors including minerals, tour-

ism, and construction (Table 1). Tied to these investments are manage-

ment, labor, material supply, and technical support arrangements 

which ensure long-term markets for Chinese products and technologies 

and employment for its nationals. 

Given the unhealthy economic prognosis for much of 

CARICOM’s states, it is not surprising that the June 2013 state visit of 

Chinese President Xi Zinping to Trinidad and Tobago and President Xi’s 

announcement of a US$3 billion concessionary facility for the Caribbean 

have been received with much enthusiasm by several CARICOM lead-

ers. However, certain questions must be asked at this stage. Firstly, 

what specific projects should be targeted to facilitate national devel-

opment? Secondly, can there be real, sustainable development in the 

region if some countries are excluded from this assistance? With re-

spect to the latter, several commentators have called for consensus on 

the “One China” policy, arguing that with some countries “locked out of 

this economic and political engagement with China” and that for the 

rest of CARICOM countries, “in the absence of the insulation afforded 

by their number, these small, poor and vulnerable regional states could 

find themselves buffeted by powerful geopolitical forces (The Gleaner, 

June 2, 2013).  

In the case of the former, perhaps China's premier Wen Jiabao’s 

comments on the nature of the relationship China is seeking to forge 

with Latin America and the Caribbean can offer a development plan-

ning roadmap for CARICOM countries.8 In outlining four areas of focus 

for this deeper engagement, Premier Wen noted that China hoped to 

import not only raw materials from this region, but more manufactures 

and high value added goods and that Chinese firms were willing to in-

vest in a range of ventures. This provides a broad framework for 

CARICOM countries to identify key priority areas for development 

https://mail-attachment.googleusercontent.com/attachment/u/0/?view=att&th=14172750d2bd8d2c&attid=0.1&disp=vah&safe=1&zw&saduie=AG9B_P8PkVttWfZSN70AcEWk7ev1&sadet=1380606554950&sads=wCP5M8NQP4eRLXhW5b_DKzSt93c#0.1_footnote6
https://mail-attachment.googleusercontent.com/attachment/u/0/?view=att&th=14172750d2bd8d2c&attid=0.1&disp=vah&safe=1&zw&saduie=AG9B_P8PkVttWfZSN70AcEWk7ev1&sadet=1380606554950&sads=wCP5M8NQP4eRLXhW5b_DKzSt93c#0.1_footnote7
https://mail-attachment.googleusercontent.com/attachment/u/0/?view=att&th=14172750d2bd8d2c&attid=0.1&disp=vah&safe=1&zw&saduie=AG9B_P8PkVttWfZSN70AcEWk7ev1&sadet=1380606554950&sads=wCP5M8NQP4eRLXhW5b_DKzSt93c#0.1_footnote8
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funding and investment under this new Chinese engagement. Given the 

energy constraints and the prohibitive cost of fossil fuels which have 

resulted in negative effects for almost all CARICOM states, a key area 

for consideration would be the development of a sustainable energy 

industry, particularly renewable energy. As countries in the region at-

tempt to broaden their economic bases, development of industries such 

as photovoltaic energy sources using solar panels and clean energy 

from waste can also have region-wide economic and social impacts.  

 

Table 1 China’s Outward Investment in Select Caribbean Countries 

Source: The Heritage Foundation 

Country Year Value 

(USD) 

Sector Investor 

 

Antigua and 

Barbuda 

 55 million Construction  

Bahamas  2009 100 mil-

lion 

Real Estate State Construction 

Engineering  

2010 2.5 billion Real Estate State Construction 

Engineering 

 

 

    

Dominica  17 million Construction   

 122 mil-

lion  

Economic Assis-

tance 

 

Guyana 2011 140 mil-

lion 

Transport China Communica-

tion Construction 

2012 100 mil-

lion 

Metals  Bosai Mineral Group  

2012 510 mil-

lion 

Hydro – energy China Railway Engi-

neering  

Jamaica 2010 400 mil-

lion 

Transport China Communica-

tion Construction 

2012 610 mil-

lion 

Transport China Communica-

tion Construction 

Trinidad and 

Tobago 

 210 mil-

lion 

Construction  

2009 320 mil-

lion 

Energy CNOOC and Sinopec 

2011 850 mil-

lion 

Energy CIC 

 2012 150 mil-

lion  

Construction  Shanghai Construc-

tion  
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3. CARICOM Energy Policy-Context for Renewable Energy? 

 

While it is recognized that each country is different and that 

homogeneous approaches may not be effective or relevant in all 

CARICOM states, all member nations have identified energy security 

through the development of renewable energy sources as a principal 

driver of economic growth and an area for urgent attention if develop-

ment objectives are to be met. Renewable energy may provide a realis-

tic option for those fuel dependent countries to reduce and supplement 

their dependence of fossil fuels. Since countries have been encouraged 

to identify specific development-related projects to access the US$3 

billion Chinese Fund, this presents an ideal opportunity to address the 

region’s energy concerns.  

Noting that the high cost of fossil fuels continues to negatively 

impact food security and business competitiveness in the region, 

CARICOM Ministers of Energy at the forty-first meeting of the Council 

for Trade and Economic Development (COTED) in March 2013 ap-

proved an historic CARICOM Energy Policy (ctntworld.com, 2013). The 

objective is “the fundamental transformation of the energy sectors 

through the provision of secure and sustainable supplies of energy in a 

manner which minimizes energy waste in all sectors” (Trinidad Guardi-

an, Wednesday, March 6, 2013). This Energy Policy will guide 

CARICOM’s pursuit of energy efficiency and renewable energy and has 

set an initial target of 47 percent renewable energy contribution to total 

electricity generation by 2027 (Caribbean Climate, 2013). This would, 

however, entail investments from external partners to provide the re-

quired financial and technical inputs necessary to pursue the various 

strategies and targets outlined in the Energy Policy.  

Although the push for renewable energy may not be consid-

ered an immediate priority for Trinidad and Tobago, given the availa-

bility and relatively affordable cost of energy, many other CARICOM 

countries have committed to supplementing fossil fuel in the shortest 

possible time. Other CARICOM countries will require similar assis-

tance, and so targeted investment and cooperation assistance may ena-

ble the region to benefit from China’s renewable energy sector which is 
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now a global leader in several segments including production of wind 

and solar energy equipment.  

 

4. Renewable Energy Cooperation  

 

As early as 2007, CARICOM heads of government issued a 

statement in which they took note of the negative impacts of the “un-

precedented high and rising oil prices and climate change” on the re-

gion and committed to “finding solutions at the national and regional 

levels to the critical issue of poverty and rising cost of living” 

(CARICOM Press Release, December 7, 2007). The escalating transport 

and manufacturing costs caused by high oil prices have translated to 

higher costs for inputs for a range of industries including manufacturing 

and agriculture. Among the concrete steps identified were the intensifi-

cation of renewable energy efforts and increasing domestic food pro-

duction and intra-regional food exports (Jamaica Information Service).  

With the approved CARICOM Energy Policy now in place, some 

question whether the major concerns that prompted its genesis ten 

years ago are even relevant today. For instance, access to oil supplies 

(energy security) has already been addressed with the Petro Caribe 

initiative9 and Trinidad and Tobago supplying most of the region’ 

needs, although at a high cost to regional collaborates (Renwick, 2013). 

It is also felt that concerns over purchasing and transportation arrange-

ments have also been covered under Petro Caribe since high shipping 

costs were to be reduced by the supplier — Venezuela state-owned 

PdVSA. As such, some argue that only the issue of energy pricing and 

its impact on CARICOM competitiveness remains relevant.  

According to Renwick (2013), while Petro Caribe assisted coun-

tries’ balance of payments position because it required little up-front 

payments, in reality, this saving was not passed on to commercial or 

household electricity rates or fuel prices. As such, high-energy costs 

continue to negatively affect most of the region’s competitiveness and 

form the basis for energy efficiency and renewable energy targets laid 

out in the Energy Policy.  

This article takes the position, however, that the CARICOM En-

ergy Policy is even more necessary for the region’s future development 

https://mail-attachment.googleusercontent.com/attachment/u/0/?view=att&th=14172750d2bd8d2c&attid=0.1&disp=vah&safe=1&zw&saduie=AG9B_P8PkVttWfZSN70AcEWk7ev1&sadet=1380606554950&sads=wCP5M8NQP4eRLXhW5b_DKzSt93c#0.1_footnote9
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objectives in all three areas discussed above. Although some commen-

tators do not anticipate any changes in the Petro Caribe arrangements 

with the death of President Hugo Chavez in March 2013, and subse-

quent regime change, the sustainability of these arrangements is at best 

tenuous. Recent predictions of ‘stagflation’ in Venezuela have been 

based on an expected economic contraction of over 3 percent and infla-

tion of over 30 percent (Ellsworth, 2013). The continued shortages of 

hard currency have created major import bottlenecks that will see the 

manufacturing sector decline by at least 4 percent this year and with 

most companies experiencing declines of 40 to 50 percent (Ellsworth, 

2013). This, together with a policy of nationalization of major industries 

that has “scared” off investments, is expected to occasion further eco-

nomic shocks which may leave little revenue space to continue the 

generous supply and purchase arrangements of Petro Caribe in the 

immediate future.  

This has reinforced the need for CARICOM countries to sup-

plement fossil fuels with more sustainable, cheaper sources of energy. 

While the CARICOM Energy Policy has encouraged member countries 

to set concrete targets for the development and utilization of renewable 

energy sources, major inhibitors have been high investment costs and 

high risk associated with such ventures, as well as the lack of capacity 

in these areas. Regional collaboration to promote energy efficiency and 

renewable energy programs has been facilitated by the Caribbean Re-

newable Energy Center (CREC), which is assisted by the U.S. Depart-

ment of Energy. However, the issue of financing such risky start up pro-

jects, particularly given the small size of domestic or even regional 

markets, and the need to building local and regional capacity in this 

area, can be effectively addressed with Chinese assistance.  

In leveraging potential opportunities in Sino-Caribbean rela-

tions, it is therefore incumbent on member states not only to identify 

renewable energy projects for funding, but also to clearly articulate the 

intangible outcomes of such projects including developing trained per-

sonnel, building capacity in the development of standards, measure-

ment and evaluation of renewable energy facilities and outputs, and 

generation of downstream industries.  
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Global investment in renewable energy increased to $US257 billion in 

2011, a 17 percent increase over 2010, with China leading the way and 

investing US$52 billion in 2011 (Perkowski, 2012). This is part of China’s 

Five Year Plan for Economic and Social Development (2011-2015) dur-

ing which time an estimated US$473.1 billion will be invested in clean 

energy to realize its target of meeting 20 percent of its total energy  

demand by 2020 through the use of renewable energy (Perkowski, 

2012).  

Premier Jiabao’s (2012) articulation of China’s interest in assist-

ing to develop sustainable economies and societies in this region, fol-

lowed by President Xi’s visit in 2013, provide fertile ground for devel-

oping renewable energy driven by Chinese investments and technolo-

gy. This has precipitated an aggressive push by Chinese investors, par-

ticularly in the solar segment. Chinese manufacture and pricing of pho-

tovoltaic modules have been very effective, and it has virtually halved 

the cost of photovoltaic modules and forced American competitors on 

the ropes (Perkowski, 2012). The expertise and manufacturing capacity 

of Chinese firms in this area can be of significant benefit to CARICOM 

countries in developing renewable energy segments to supplement 

fossil-based energy needs in the medium to long term.  

Several Caribbean countries including Barbados, Trinidad and 

Tobago, Anguilla and Jamaica have signaled their intention to explore 

wind energy. Relevant expertise and the cost of start-up and maintain-

ing turbines, given the small size of these countries, are significant de-

terrents to investment. According to Hopkins (2009), China’s investment 

in wind energy has been increasing since 2009 and its wind power ca-

pacity is expected to grow by 400 percent by 2013. This trend, if con-

tinued, will make China the world’s largest producer of wind energy by 

2020 (Hopkins, 2009). China’s investment in the wind energy market 

can be utilized to facilitate the region’s energy security thrust.  

  
5. What Opportunities Exist for Renewable Energy Development in 

CARICOM? 

 

While there are common trends in both south-south engage-

ments such as the nature and direction of Chinese support for infra-
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structure development, there are also marked differences. Unlike the 

Caribbean, Africa’s growing trade with China is reasonably balanced 

with African exports to China reaching US$56 billion and its imports 

from China reaching US$50.8 billion in 2008 (Climate Cool and GPPi, 

2011). There is also a more visible commercialized Chinese presence 

in the industrial base of almost all African countries. In intensifying its 

investments in Africa, it is already a major player in the region’s renew-

able energy industries. China’s role in Africa’s renewable energy in-

dustries  is located within the framework of the Forum on China-Africa 

Cooperation.  This is most visible in Africa’s large hydropower sector, 

where China is either providing or planning to provide finance and 

construction capacity to more than 70 projects in 29 African countries 

(Conrad et.al, 2011).  

In drawing parallels from the Chinese engagement in Africa, 

one must therefore ask how can that relationship inform the framework 

for Chinese support for the development of renewable energy indus-

tries in the Caribbean? What absolute or underlying motives exist for 

huge Chinese investments in renewable energy in the Caribbean? Al-

ternatively, is it that in cleaning up its energy sources and increasing its 

reliance on renewable energies, China will inevitably invest in lucrative 

renewable energy projects which can exploit existing Chinese technol-

ogy and human capital with significant projections for returns on in-

vestments? The CARICOM-China Economic Forum provides the frame-

work for such an engagement. China’s Policy Paper on Latin America 

and the Caribbean (2008) which articulates the framework for political, 

economic, cultural and social engagement with this region identifies 

science, technology and education (Section IV: 3 (2)) and environmen-

tal protection (Section IV: 3 (7)) as key areas for cooperation. In addi-

tion, Premier Wen Jaibao’s (2012) support for a Scientific and Techno-

logical Innovation Forum, which would be launched to strengthen co-

operation for research in a number of areas including new energy, hy-

dropower resources, and the environment, is an additional indication of 

this commitment. 

A key element in securing the financing needed to develop its 

renewable energy industries is the ability of Caribbean governments, 

either individually or collectively as a region, to identify specific and 

http://et.al/
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feasible projects which can drive the development of renewable ener-

gy industries in the region and, in addition, one that promises signifi-

cant returns for Chinese investment. It can be argued that Chinese in-

vestment in the development of renewable energy industries in the re-

gion can only lead to a win-win outcome for both parties. China will not 

only benefit from generating or increasing the demand for its entrepre-

neurial activities, but it will also use the opportunity to establish a com-

mercial presence for its renewable energy companies especially where 

there is sustained demand for such sources of energy. It is also antici-

pated that renewable energy industries in the region will not only 

benefit from alternative and perhaps cheaper options of energy particu-

larly electricity (depending on mass demand), but Chinese investment 

in this area can be the catalyst for industrial growth which can lead to 

the creation of jobs for a new skilled labor force. Developing projects 

which will test the regional benefit, such as supplying power to more 

than one island, might be most attractive to China for investment. 

Since this area is still essentially in its infancy stage within 

CARICOM, identifying the right kinds of renewable energy projects for 

Chinese support must also consider the fact that China will be more 

confident investing in “off-the-shelf” technologies such as wind power, 

hydro power, solar power, and geothermal technologies, compared to 

prototype technologies which can be riskier for investors. China’s pref-

erence for “off-the-shelf” technologies is also likely to be informed by 

the measurable economic and technical security such technologies 

guarantee and also by its confidence that it has existing systems and 

skilled labor (such as in wind power) and successful experiences and 

outcomes from investments in both the mainland and in African coun-

tries such as South Africa and Mozambique where it has financed similar 

projects.  

Unlike African countries, Caribbean states do not have the criti-

cal mass to absorb sustainable large-scale individual projects and small 

island sized projects are unlikely to yield huge returns. While the larger 

islands of Jamaica, Guyana and Barbados are likely to be the first cohort 

to signal their interest to access the concessionary loans given their 

need and ease of identifying projects, it may not also be economically 

viable for the investors to undertake such large-scale projects at the 
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national level. Barbados and Jamaica both lead the region in the appli-

cation of solar and wind power, respectively, and government support 

for these industries is indicative of the interest in the further develop-

ment of local sources of renewable energy in both countries. On the 

other hand, Trinidad and Tobago, the region’s energy giant, does not 

currently see renewable energy as a priority. While the Ministry of En-

ergy is currently working on a renewable energy strategy, it does not 

currently see a feasible option, given relatively cheaper energy costs. 

Its priority at present seems to be the gradual movement away from 

heavy reliance on oil (petrol) to compressed natural gas (CNG), not so 

much as a renewal energy strategy, but as a reduction mechanism, as 

reflected in 2014 National Budget (Budget Statement, 2013). 

Among the “off-the-shelf” technologies, wind and geothermal 

power seem to be the most attractive and offer the most potential for a 

region-wide project. However, it should be noted that any region-wide 

project might be problematic given the absence of a common regional 

policy on the One China policy, and that China might not want to invest 

in those islands that continue to maintain diplomatic relations with Tai-

wan. Almost all Caribbean countries, particularly the Eastern Caribbe-

an Islands, have significant wind power potential. Similarly, the location 

of most eastern and northern Caribbean islands along a tectonic fault 

zone between the Caribbean plate and the North American plate means 

that there is a huge region-wide scope for geothermal power as a 

source of energy. Due to the proximity of islands along the fault zone, 

geothermal as a primary energy source presents both economically 

and technically viable options to develop renewable energy at the re-

gion-wide level. While it does not appear that China will be partial to 

any of these “off-the-shelf” technologies, the sticking point might be 

their political concern. The sub regional grouping, the Organization of 

Eastern Caribbean States (OECS), because of its level of integration and 

fuel-dependent state, might be an ideal candidate for implementing a 

region-wide renewable energy project with broad impact. However, 

the political dichotomy of its members and small market size make this 

painfully unfeasible. The bottom line is that the region can only cut its 

high dependence on imported fossil fuels, reduce the escalating ener-
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gy costs and achieve a sustainable energy development if renewable 

energy is adopted on a large region-wide scale.  

Existing patterns of Chinese investment in both Africa and the 

Caribbean suggest that government-to-government arrangement will 

be the only framework for Chinese investment in the regions’ renewa-

ble energy industries at least in the first instance. It usually begins with 

Chinese State Enterprises micromanaging projects through their pri-

vate entities in the host country. This has enabled Chinese firms to es-

tablish commercial presence in almost all the islands including Trini-

dad, Jamaica, and Guyana. It also means that China will likely not col-

laborate directly with existing local private (renewable energy) firms, 

but will instead rely on its state agencies for implementation of the pro-

ject, including for systems, technology, and skilled labor. Even if China 

were to collaborate with local private firms, this would require the iden-

tification of regional conglomerates, in this case firms with the capacity 

and interest for such large-scale projects. Even if a few large Caribbean 

firms express some interest in this relatively new sector, its high risk, 

capital and technology-intensive nature may prevent many indigenous 

players from getting in at the start-up phase. Given their general ten-

dency for risk aversion, a more likely scenario would be a public-

private partnership arrangement between individual CARICOM gov-

ernments and Chinese corporations accessed through bilateral cooper-

ation arrangements at the governmental level.  

Another consideration that may affect the pace of development 

of a renewable energy sector in the Caribbean will be selection of the 

type of energy that offers the highest returns to Chinese investors but 

which will also be cost effective and appropriate for regional consum-

ers. Barbados and Antigua are currently pursuing solar-driven alterna-

tive energy models while Guyana is focusing on hydro-generated pow-

er in the first instance and Jamaica is experimenting with ethanol by-

products of sugar as an energy source. Trinidad has indicated it would 

develop a capacity in wind energy with a view to exporting products to 

the CARICOM market. This diverse menu of approaches to renewable 

energy in the Caribbean reflects the difficulty in approaching industry 

selection and development from a regional perspective. Yet, realistical-

ly, the ability to attract external (Chinese) investments for these indus-
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tries will be driven by not only returns on investment but also how 

quickly investments can be recouped. This may only be feasible at the 

regional level to capture the benefits of scale. Other new industries 

linked to energy provision could be conversion of waste to energy, as 

well as expansion of photovoltaic energy sources across the region 

through increased production of solar panels within more CARICOM 

countries.  

  

6. Conclusion 

 

As CARICOM countries assess a way forward in their engage-

ment with China, it may be useful to identify sectors that have region-

wide impact; that is, sectors that can stimulate economic activities 

across member countries. One key sector can be the energy sector, 

specifically, the development of renewable energy. Agreement on one 

source of renewable energy acceptable to member countries may be a 

first step in securing technical and financial cooperation with China. In 

establishing a broad framework for the development of such a sector, 

CARICOM governments must determine whether such arrangements 

will be fully supply-managed by Chinese investors; or whether there 

will be space in the medium to long term for indigenous Caribbean 

firms to collaborate with Chinese counterparts, or to provide inputs as 

part of a regional energy cluster.  The latter is seen as a more dynamic 

and sustainable option for the region, but will depend on a develop-

ment vision and planning process that is regional in scope. 

Notwithstanding the need for Chinese investments, regional ob-

servers remain apprehensive as China continues to extend its reach in 

the Caribbean and especially in the debt-ridden islands. The institu-

tionalization of a CARICOM/Caribbean Renewable Energy Program will 

be instrumental in managing the Caribbean interest in what has been 

referred to by some skeptics as a new form of imperialism.  

  

ENDNOTES 

 

1. The 15-members of the CARICOM are- Antigua and Barbuda, the Bahamas, 

Barbados, Belize, Dominica, Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, Montserrat, St 
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Kitts/Nevis, St Lucia, St Vincent and the Grenadines, Suriname and Trinidad and 

Tobago. 

 

2. Compared to African countries such as Sudan and Angola for which China 

currently accounts 60percent and 35percent of their oil exports (Shaw, 2010). 

 

3. The “One China” policy advocated by China identifies Taiwan as a rogue 

province and seeks to reclaim Taiwan as part of its territory. 

 

4. Dominica has received gifts of a grammar school, a stadium and a renovated 

hospital. Grenada has received funding for rebuilding its national stadium. 

 

5. More Developed Countries- MDCs - Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Guyana, 

Jamaica, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago. 

 
6. ECCU-Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, Grenada, Montserrat, Saint 

Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines 

 

7. Dominica, St. Kitts-Nevis, St. Lucia and St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Jamai-

ca, Antigua and Barbuda and Barbados. 

 

8. Chinese Premier Wen Jaibao delivered a speech at the United Nations Eco-

nomic Commission for Latin America and Caribbean (ECLAC) on Tuesday, June 

26, 2012. Four areas of focus identified were” (1) deepening strategic coopera-

tion based on mutual political trust; (2) expanding economic cooperation, trade 

and investment; (3) increasing agricultural cooperation for food security and (4) 

expanding “people-to-people exchanges through cultural exchanges. 

 

9. Under this initiative, launched in 2005 by President Chavez, Venezuela sup-

plies crude oil to some CARICOM countries at a discounted price. Member 

countries pay for only a certain percentage of the oil within 90 days (depending 

on the world price) with the remainder aid over a 25-year period with an inter-

est rate of 1 percent annually. Members of PetroCaribe include Antigua and 

Barbuda, The Bahamas, Belize, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican Republic, Grenada, 

Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Nicaragua, Saint Kitts and Nevis, 

Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, and Suriname.  
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