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China is a nation that seems to be increasingly growing in both its economy and population, 

and because of this growth, the nation is in desperate need of furthering its global trade 

contracts to import crucial materials such as food and oil to sustain its population. As a result, 

China has been exponentially increasing its economic bonds with Latin American countries 

since 2000. According to a 2011 report issued by the U.S.-China Economic & Security 

Review Commission, trade between Latin America and China increased by 1,200 percent 

between 2000 and 2009, this massive increase illustrates the growing economic bonds 

between the regions (Backgrounder: China in Latin America 4). There are both positive and 

negative reactions to this recent bonding between countries. On the one hand, the intensifying 

relation is seen by society in a positive light, giving Latin American countries economic 

advantages from both the export to China and the increased Chinese investments. On the other 

hand, the relation is seen more critically, boosting competition with cheaper high quality 

Chinese products in the domestic markets of Latin American countries. However, the 

advantage of the increasing export is a factor that needs to be thoroughly analysed since this 

development seems to be primarily positive at first glance, which is deceiving. The trade 

connections between both regions are complex, since there are multiple large nations involved 

that continue to grow on an economic level, which causes the trade relationships to grow 

simultaneously. These growing economic relations have created trading opportunities for both 

Chinese and Latin American criminal organizations, who have used the growing amount of 

trading routes and transport methods to their advantage. Thus, it seems that the general 

globalisation of legal trade has supported the globalization of illegal trading operations from 

criminal organizations. This development can be called the “dark side” of increasing relations 

between countries. While there have been some articles published about the growing presence 

of Chinese mafia organizations in Latin American nations (Gagne; Pelcastre; Philipp), most of 

their activities remain under the radar, causing the phenomenon to be relatively unknown. 
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In this essay my central question will be: How have increased economic and political 

connections between the regions of China and Latin America stimulated Chinese criminal 

organizations to spread their wings to the Latin American region since 1997? The question 

states that there is a connection between general globalization; the increasing connections 

between countries, and the globalization of organized crime. Therefore, by examining this 

connection one can grasp a broader view on the implications of growing international 

relationships and look at the “darker side” of growth. I have chosen the year 1997 as a starting 

point, since Hong Kong returned under Chinese rule that year, which was a key development 

in the global spread of Triad organizations. I will answer my central question through 

examining the characteristics of the most well-known Chinese mafia organization, the Triads, 

and elaborate on their history and structure. Then, I will elaborate on their spread to Latin 

American countries and explain a number of phenomena that inspired this spread of Chinese 

Triads to Latin America, explaining both economic and political factors. Furthermore, I will 

explain the connection between criminal cartels in Latin American countries and the Triads 

based in China and Latin America. Finally, I will present some of the current problems of 

countering Chinese organized crime in Latin America.  

HISTORY AND CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CHINESE TRIADS 

Each country has a most popular or well-known criminal group; Japan has the Yakuza, Italy 

has the Cosa Nostra, and China the Triads. These groups have been the best-known groups in 

their particular country of origin, mainly because the groups are the oldest form of mafia in 

that area. However, no single history of the Triads can be defined, as Barend J. ter Haar, a 

professor in Chinese studies, states, “there is no such thing as the history of the Triads in the 

sense of a history of one lineage of groups that continued to interact with each other” (18).  

The word “Triad” was coined by the British during their reign over the Hong Kong territory, 

which lasted from 1843 to 1997. The term referred to the Triangle Seal, which Triad 
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organizations used as their symbol. In essence, the term Triad stands for “secret society” and 

encompasses Chinese secret societies globally (Murray 36). The Triad groups basically 

formed micro-governments that could provide protection, work and other forms of help to 

Chinese citizens, who were treated as outcasts in Hong Kong society (Lintner 87-88). To this 

day, the Triad organizations still provide certain kinds of help to Chinese citizens. However, 

this “help” is often provided by the Triad organizations with the intent to make profit. The 

Triad organizations’ originally started as legitimate secret societies that provided genuine help 

to those in need, yet evolved to criminal organizations with the main intent to make profit. 

This development was mainly possible due to the dependence of Chinese communities on the 

Triad services. Dependency is currently still one of the foundational factors of the Triads 

success, since this keeps Chinese communities from reporting crimes to law enforcement. 

Furthermore, the tightly organized structure of the Triad organizations is another foundational 

factor of their success, since this limits the possibility to acquire information about their 

practices. The Triads have specific codes of conduct which are primarily based on secrecy, 

mutual help and respect (Bolton 122). For instance their second code of conduct reads: “To 

keep secret everything from your wife and family, for fear that something might leak out 

before strangers. . . ” (qtd. Bolton 123), signaling that members of Triad societies are not even 

allowed to inform their family of their membership. Moreover, the word “brother” (qtd. in 

Bolton 123) is often used throughout the multiple behavioral codes, signaling that the Triads 

describe their members as “brothers,” and thus create tightly organized family-like groups. 

These factors of dependency of Chinese communities on the Triad services, the strictly kept 

secrecy and family-like bonding make it extremely difficult to gain information about Triad 

activities. Since law enforcement has difficulty to counter the Triads, their spread to other 

countries has been relatively smooth, especially to developing countries in the Latin American 

region. 
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THE SPREAD OF THE TRIADS TO LATIN AMERICA 

Shifting one’s focus to the presence of the Chinese Triads in Latin American countries, 

demands for an understanding of a key development that boosted this spread. This 

development occurred in the year 1997, and was key for the expansion of the Chinese Triads 

to countries all over the globe. This development was the return of Hong Kong under Chinese 

rule. Hong Kong was the center of Triad activity, and the Triads already had bonds with 

Chinese communities in foreign countries when Hong Kong was not returned to China yet. 

However, these ties were not strongly developed, since the Triads based in Hong Kong could 

survive without contacts in foreign countries. When Hong Kong was returned under Chinese 

rule, competition from other criminal organizations grew, and the Triads immediately started 

to develop strong ties with not only their new competition, but also with Chinese communities 

in foreign countries around the globe (Lintner 84-85). As a consequence, the Triad 

organizations not only survived, but they thrived. Whilst the Triads primarily spread globally 

after 1997, specifically their spread to the Latin American region seems to be increasing 

evermore since the start of the new millennium. This increasing expansion is a result of the 

increasing trade between China and Latin American countries, which causes growing concern 

among global society.  

Economic Changes. As mentioned earlier, the trade between China and Latin American 

countries has grew drastically, with a 1,200% increase between 2000 and 2009 

(Backgrounder: China in Latin America 4). A significant factor in this increase is the positive 

impulse that both regions experience from the trade relations. As China lacks the raw 

resources its immense population demands, the country imports these materials from a 

number of Latin American countries, such as Brazil, Mexico, Argentina and Venezuela (Diaz 

and Lee). These raw materials are then used for the production of high value goods, which 

China can cheaply produce because of low labor costs. Consequently, these goods are sold 
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back to the Latin American countries which import these cheaply produced goods (Zamora). 

For instance, the trade between China and Chile illustrates this trading cycle. In 2010 Chile 

exported high amounts of copper alloys to China, which China then used to produce high 

value products such as motorcycles, exporting these back to Chile (Backgrounder: China in 

Latin America 5-8). As one can see, this process created a trading cycle, in which both regions 

profit from each other. Furthermore, a certain dependency is being created between countries, 

as they rely on a steady market to import and export products. This constant flow of export 

and import created opportunities for Chinese Triads, exploiting their links with various 

criminal groups in the Latin American countries. The large shipments and high amount of 

trading routes the import and export demand enable the criminal groups to smuggle illegal 

products and partake in human trafficking. According to Evan Ellis, a professor of Latin 

American Studies, this increased trade between China and Latin America automatically 

boosts the development of the Chinese Triads globally (“Chinese” 67-71). Ellis even states 

directly that the spread of the Triads to Latin America is an “unfortunate but natural artefact 

of the expansion of human and commercial contacts between Latin America and Asia” 

(“Chinese” 65). 

Criminal Connections. There is a direct link between the increased flow of goods between 

China and Latin America, and the increased trade in illegal products and human trafficking; 

Namely, the increase of trade itself between the China and Latin America. The drug trade 

seems to be in contrast to the legal trading relations between China and Latin America, in 

which China imports raw materials to manufacture more expensive industrialized goods to 

ship back to Latin America. Not only is the legal-illegal matter a contrast, the entire process is 

also reversed. Instead of China importing materials from Latin America, criminal cartels in 

Latin America that have ties to the Triads, actually import chemicals from China, which are 

used in producing certain drugs, such as heroine, and ship these drugs back to China or other 
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foreign markets (Ellis, “Chinese” 70-71). A 2011 incident in which 560 kilograms of cocaine 

was found in a Mexican ship in Hong Kong illustrates this process of the expending drug 

market of Latin American criminal cartels that have contacts with Triad organizations 

(“Detienen a 5 Mexicanos”). This specific instance was an attempt from recently established 

Mexican cartels such as Los Zetas and La Familia, (Cornejo 212-13) to expand their drug 

trafficking markets. Next to linkages between Latin American criminal cartels and the Triads, 

Triad organizations also set up internal connections to improve their trading networks. For 

instance, the Sun Yee On, a large traditional Triad organization, is based both in Hong Kong 

and Latin America (Curtis et al. 63-66). The main source of income for the Sun Yee On has 

been smuggling in narcotics and other commodities, which explains their spread and their 

strong links between their headquarters in Hong Kong and offspring groups in the Latin 

American hemisphere (Curtis et al. 63). Besides drug trafficking, the flow of contraband 

goods, ranging from CD’s to cheaply produced fake clothing is also on the rise (Ellis, 

“Chinese” 71). With the increase in overall trade between the regions of China and Latin 

America, contraband goods can be shipped in larger quantities, producing a larger profit in the 

process. The smuggling of contraband items is an exceptional method of gaining profit for the 

Triads, since they do not threaten the local drug market of Latin American criminal groups, 

preventing gang wars. The smuggling of drugs and contraband items seems to boost both 

competition and collaboration between the Chinese Triad groups and the Latin American 

criminal cartels, both parties seeking to maximize their profits.  

Political Changes. Next to the created possibilities of the increased economic bonds between 

regions, the policies in the political arena of Latin American countries also contributed to the 

spread of Triad business to Latin America. According to a 2010 Trafficking in Persons report 

by the US Department of State, “the smuggling of persons from Asia through Latin America 

to Canada and the United States is currently the largest visible transnational criminal linkage 
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between the two regions. It is highly lucrative for the groups involved, generating $70,000 or 

more per smuggled person for the criminal organizers.” (qtd. in Ellis, “Organized”) As one 

can see, human trafficking is a highly profitable contemporary criminal activity, with the 

possibility to make enormous profit. Some of the immigration policies in Latin American 

countries contained the foundation that have made the human trafficking from China to those 

countries especially lucrative. Earlier mentioned professor in Latin American studies, Evan 

Ellis, explains that most of the human trafficking has been streaming through Colombia and 

Ecuador (Ellis, “Organized”). While on the contrary, one would think that the trafficking 

would be closer to the US-Mexican border because of the logical geographical reason of 

being closer to the final destination, which is often the United States or Canada. The reason 

for Colombia and Ecuador being used as trafficking harbours is, however, not geographical, 

but political. Both Colombia and Ecuador stopped visa requirements for Chinese citizens in 

2007 and the following year, which caused an increase in the amount of Chinese immigrants 

in those countries (Ellis, “Organized”). As a consequence, keeping track of these immigrant 

streams was more difficult due to the sheer number, which resulted in a poorly maintained 

registration of Chinese immigrants in those countries. Furthermore, travelling from Ecuador 

or Colombia to other Latin American countries has been relatively easy, since visa 

requirements are often not very strict in terms of staying in a country for a certain amount of 

days, which does not require a visa. As this maximum number of days approaches, people 

cross a border and go back, in which case the number resets. The combination of easy access 

and insufficient visa requirements has caused waves of illegal Chinese migrants who intend to 

stay in the American hemisphere. Required documentation is often provided at their 

destination in Ecuador or Colombia to make further travel possible (Curtis et al. 32). 

However, for this documentation and other services, local Triad gangs demand high prices, 

since the Chinese immigrants are completely dependent on this service if they want to stay in 
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the country. In fact, this dependency has remained from the early days of the Triads till 

present-day, with the only difference being the increased advantage that Triads take from the 

dependency. 

PROBLEMS IN COUNTERMEASURES  

The dependency of Chinese immigrants on the Triad organizations is further portrayed in their 

lack of communication with local law enforcement agencies. Logically, the illegal Chinese 

immigrants do not report on smuggling crimes, since they are being helped by the Triad 

organizations. Moreover, when they are being threatened by the Triad organizations, they 

have been reluctant to turn to the police since this could mean that they have to leave the 

country or could potentially become targeted for assassination (Ellis, “Chinese” 66). 

Furthermore, there has been a significant language barrier between local law enforcement and 

Chinese immigrants, which contributes to the lack of communication (Ellis, “Chinese” 67). 

Since the Chinese community has been reluctant to talk to the local law enforcement, the 

Triad organizations could freely exploit their fellow countrymen. As a result, crimes such as 

extortion and loan sharking have become common practice within Latin American “China 

towns.” According to a report on the “Transnational Activities of Chinese Crime 

Organizations,” most of these extortion crimes by Chinese Triads are based in the city Ciudad 

del Este, which is situated in Paraguay (Curtis et al. 23). Whilst the city is not particularly 

grand in its population, it has a relatively large Chinese population of around 30,000 people 

and the city attributes to around 60% of Paraguay’s tax income, making it the most important 

city for tax-income in Paraguay (Curtis et al. 23). As a result, Paraguay’s government limits 

the police presence and control in the city since it has been known that a majority of the tax 

income is also collected from illegal activities. As a result, the Triads have been able to freely 

extort the large Chinese community in the city without much interference from law 

enforcement. Even though law enforcement in Latin American countries such as Paraguay can 
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be blamed for its passive approach to the issue of Chinese Triads in the countries, the problem 

of communication seems to be a more prominent issue in need of solving, in order to combat 

the Chinese Triads in Latin America. 

CONCLUSION 

Whilst the spread of the Chinese Triads is a global phenomenon, its spread to the Latin 

American hemisphere is especially significant. This significance is illustrated by the United 

Nations Office of Drugs & Crime, as the phenomenon of globalizing organized crime is one 

the biggest threats to societies in general, since “transnational organized crime can permeate 

government agencies and institutions, fuelling corruption, infiltrating business and politics, 

and hindering economic and social development” (“Organized Crime"). In particular, the 

spread of organized crime to regions with relatively weak law enforcement and overall fragile 

policies, factors that boost this threat, can receive heavy damage to their economic and 

political infrastructure when such criminal groups manifest themselves within the region. This 

is exactly the reason why the recent development of the spread of the Chinese Triads, which 

mainly started in 1997, to Latin America is such a dangerous development. As the 

organizational structure and close-bonding within the Triad groups is strongly developed, 

countering these groups is especially difficult, since it is hard to gain information from 

arrested members. Furthermore, the lack of communication from the Chinese immigrant 

communities also contributes to this difficulty to require information about the organizations. 

Meanwhile, the spread of the Triads to Latin America is increasingly growing because of its 

perfect economic and political breeding grounds. Whilst trade relations are continuing to 

grow, the trafficking of humans, drugs and illegal products is on the rise, causing intensifying 

bonds between Latin American criminal cartels and the Chinese Triad organizations. 

Moreover, human trafficking is one of most valuable criminal activities today, which was 

boosted by weakened visa policies in Latin American countries such as Ecuador and 
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Colombia, which create ideal grounds for criminal organisations in human trafficking or drug 

trade. Furthermore, some law-enforcement agencies approach the issue in a deliberately 

passive manner, as a result of the partial dependency of Latin American countries such as 

Paraguay on these shadow markets. All of these factors combined have set the perfect stage 

for the Chinese Triads to infiltrate into Latin America even further. Countering this spread 

will be largely dependent on the formation of contacts between law enforcement agencies 

from both regions, China and Latin America. In conclusion, this essay illustrates the “dark 

side” of globalizing economic and political relations between countries, and presents some of 

the threats that this seemingly positive growth can cause to the Latin American region. The 

“dark side” refers to the shadow markets that grow in synch with the general pattern of 

globalizing relationships. As this trend is very recent, the mapping of this phenomenon is 

especially important in this early stage, in order to contribute to a clear view of the 

globalization of organized crime which follows the pattern of general globalization. 
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