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Western family offices are just beginning to uncover 
the investment potential in Latin America. Their 
challenge is to track down local families and fund 
managers with whom to partner, says Melanie Stern
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Left: São Paulo’s cable bridge leads to 
a city that’s driving business in Brazil;

Below: Brazilian banks like Banco do 
Brasil, the biggest in Latin America, are 
providing the capital for strong growth 
in the region
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“Family offices want a partner 
who can give them a good 
estimation of the risks in that 
region, especially political 
instability, in places like Brazil 
or Argentina
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“More and more 
investment 
networks are 
popping up to 
bring together co-
investing families 
of a similar size

INVESTMENT

From top left: Chilean Finance Minister Felipe 
Larrain reckons his country’s economy will grow 
by 5% in 2012; the Chilean market is “pretty 
mature”, with a great regulatory system, says 
one MFO;

Petrobras headquarters in central Rio de 
Janeiro. The oil company has proved popular 
with investors;

BM&FBovespa is one of the largest exchanges 
in the Americas in terms of market value

Outperforming the US
Brazil main stock exchange index (Ibovespa) v the Dow Jones Industrial Average
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The China effect
A sign that growth in Latin America is sure to 
increase is the Chinese interest in the region. Thirsty 
for more natural resources to fuel its growth, China 
has $43.9 billion (¤ 33.78 billion) invested in Latin 
American stocks, according to the Latin Business 
Chronicle, citing data from China’s Ministry of 
Commerce. Chinese exports to Latin America were 
valued at $121.7 billion in 2011 while the value of 
its imports from the region reached $119.8 billion. 
FOMC’s Traumueller, who has some new family 
office clients in China, says while they have made 
no investments in the region yet, they are enquiring 
about it. “They are part of an emerging market 
themselves and operate businesses taking risks 
every day in those markets, so they are now 
looking for a safe haven for their money further 
afield than their usual favourites in Europe, such 
as Germany,” she says. “As Europe has become 
unstable, they’ve started looking elsewhere.”

Top: Brazilian president Dilma Rousseff with Chinese president Hu 
Jintao. In recent years, China has agreed to lend and invest tens of 
billions of dollars in South America, outdoing many other traditional 
lenders such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund

“The hardest bit is to 
find that good local 
partner, someone who 
will enhance your 
return on capital
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Wealth and soberania

Cristina Kirchner’s decision in 
April to nationalise the 51% 
stake in Argentinian oil company 
YPF that Spain’s Repsol owned 
is a reminder of the risks 
posed by investing in some 
Latin American economies. 
Two weeks later, neighbouring 
Bolivia – already in The Hague 
with British utility operator 
Rurelec over its nationalisation 
of that company’s Bolivian 
assets – nationalised the 
country’s main power grid, 
owned by Spanish firm Red 
Eléctrica Corporación.
Repsol says it will pursue 
compensation; possible tariff 
punishments are threatened 
by the European Union, and EU 
trade commissioner Karel De 
Gucht says it may take the case 
to the World Trade Organization.
Economic arguments are 
put forward to explain 
nationalisation; the pretext that 

foreign owners had not invested 
sufficiently to make the assets 
work for their host countries. 

Beneath that is the thorny issue 
of sovereignty – soberania – and 
votes. The spectre of colonialism 
is a common lever among some 
Latin American governments 
desperate for the popular 
vote. As China’s dominance in 
Latin America grows, there are 
fears Argentina will write more 
protectionist investment rules, 
as did Brazil in 2011 over foreign 
land ownership. “Argentina is 
going in the same direction 
because of Chinese and Middle 
Eastern investors in the region. 
Governments want to be careful 
how much of their resources 
are owned by foreigners,” says 
one Argentinian family office 
investment adviser. “Argentina 
has fallen off the map as far as 
investors are concerned.” That 
said, FOMC’s Traumueller says 
families she speaks with put 
Argentina second on their list of 
interests after Brazil.

Old practices: Argentina’s president Cristina 
Fernandez de Kirchner nationalised YPF

Mineral power: 
Carajas iron ore 
deposit in Brazil, 
the world’s largest N
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