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CHALLENGES FOR MEXICAN 
DIPLOMACY IN THE CONTEXT 

OF COVID-19
ADOLFO ALBERTO LABORDE CARRANCO1

ASIA, FOREIGN POLICY, AND THE 4T

We can see how the 4T and Mexico’s foreign policy come together by noting 
the position of Mexico’s Foreign Secretary Marcelo Ebrard at the 74 United 
Nations (UN) General Assembly in September 2019. Ebrard told the world 
about the Fourth Transformation (4T) happening in Mexico. He declared 
that, “Th e main goal of President Andrés Manuel López Obrador is to put an 
end to corruption, reduce inequality, accelerate economic growth, and make 
Mexico a safe society.” He also made clear Mexico’s foreign policy principles, 
which include “non-intervention, a people’s self-determination, and a 
peaceful solution to controversies.” He further noted that, “Th e Mexican 
government considers itself feminist with gender equality, which is essential 
to equality.” Moreover, he stated that Mexico would back all of the eff orts 
of the Beijing+25, the UN’s most ambitious program to empower girls and 
women all over the world, launched 25 years ago at the conference in that 
city, where the goals were set (ONU, 2019). At the same time, he stated that 
Mexico’s government “will continue to fi ght against climate change, for a 
solution to migratory fl ows, and against inequalities.” He highlighted one of 
Mexico’s main interests, which is “reinforcing, increasing, and strengthening 
our adhesion to the multilateral system, toward effi  cient multilateralism” 
(Newsweek en español, 28 de septiembre de 2019).

1.  Full-time research professor, Economics and Business Department, Universidad Anáhuac, 
Mexico. He is a PhD in Political and Social Sciences, National University of Mexico 
(UNAM), and is a member of the Mexican International Studies Association (AMEI) and 
the Mexican Board of International Aff airs (COMEXI). He is currently working on a post-
doctorate at the University of Arizona Department of Mexican American Studies. 

Email: adolfo.labordec@anahuac.mx Follow him on Twitter: @adolfolaborde71  
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Th is speech is important, yet the principles, bases, and foundations of 
Mexico’s foreign policy are found in article 89, section X of the Mexican 
Constitution (2019), which states textually,

To direct foreign policy and celebrate international 
treaties, as well as to end, denounce, suspend, 
modify, amend, note reservations, and formulate 
interpretive declarations on them, sending them 
to the Senate for approval. When carrying out this 
policy, the head of the executive branch will observe 
the following normative principles: people’s self-
determination; non-intervention; a peaceful solution 
to controversies; the proscription of threats or the use 
of force in international relations; legal equality of 
states; international cooperation for development; the 
respect, protection, and promotion of human rights 
and the fi ght for peace and international security.

Except in international alliances within global organizations, where 
everyone has a place, it is a bit diffi  cult to decipher how these principles 
might be refl ected in the 4T and Mexico’s foreign policy toward Asia, even 
though on several occasions this region has been considered as an option—
real or not—to diversify Mexico’s foreign relations—mainly political 
and economic. Before going into detail about the recommendations to 
implement a more in-depth foreign policy with the nations in question, 
we must consider what the national interests are as part of the current 4T.

Th e National Development Plan (2019) -PND, in Spanish- is a very 
important document because it states the development goals of the 
administration in turn. In other words, it is crucial for analyzing the foreign 
policy goals set. It has been discussed profusely, and many have even noted 
that it is a sketch of what a PND should be. Now, both chambers have to 
analyze it and perhaps approve it, but before that happens, it would be 
convenient to enhance the foreign policy points mentioned. It is true that 
proximity to the United States has been a defi ning factor in delineating 
Mexico’s national interests, which will be defended or met through the 
design of a foreign policy. Traditionally, other regions had been considered 
as spearheads of national development and were included in the PND. 
Th is time it is not the case. Th e current proposal sets North America as a 
priority zone for Mexico; Central America as part of its zone of infl uence; 
and Latin America as being similar to Mexico’s diplomatic nature from a 
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historical perspective. Th e issue of migration is covered in a section after 
the one on foreign policy. Th e document does not give in-depth coverage to 
regions that in the next few years will be an important part of International 
Relations dynamics, such as Asia, the Middle East, or even Europe, with 
the last of which Mexico has recently relaunched new strategic relations 
through a Free Trade Agreement between Mexico and the European Union 
(FTA EU-MX) that will be ratifi ed soon. Africa was not even mentioned. 

Th e current administration has declared that the best foreign policy will 
be the continuation of the domestic policy, but we must remember that 
Mexico is not an island. In fact, economic interdependence or globalization 
(economic, political, and social) will aff ect Mexico one way or another—
from the rise in hydrocarbon prices due to the current confl icts in Venezuela 
and the Middle East to the shift in productive processes (value chains) 
derived from modifi cations to the new USMCA (new rules of origin), 
the trade war between the United States and its trade partners, or global 
migration issues. 

China: Besides undergoing a worldwide economic and military 
expansion, China began to use its soft power through an age-old policy 
revisited in 2013, called the One-Belt-One-Road initiative (OBOR). Th is 
project, which is already being implemented in several nations in Asia and 
Europe, has been off ered to other regions, including Latin America, mainly 
as part of the 40th anniversary of China’s economic reforms and opening 
to foreigners. Th e results are clear. For example, regarding trade, we should 
point out that 2018 imports from China amounted to U.S.$76.882 billion, 
and Mexican exports, U.S.$6.791 billion. ). China has a favorable balance 
of U.S.$70.090 billion; it is worth noting that the products each nation 
trades include, from Mexico: beef, pork, berries, avocado, beer, tequila, 
mescal, bananas, general manufactured goods, electronic appliances; and 
from China: household appliances, conductors, machinery and equipment 
(capital goods), and general manufactured goods (Secretaría de Economía, 
2019). Th e question is whether the current Mexican government is aware 
of the implications of increasing foreign trade with China and of the eff ects 
it would have on the national industry that competes with China on global 
markets, especially in the manufacturing sector. 

Japan: Bilateral relations with the nation of the rising sun are strong, but 
it is no secret that trade been displaced by China. Still, trade relations in 
2018 were signifi cant, with U.S.$16.817 billion in imports and U.S.$3.54 
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billion in Mexican exports. Th e trade balance is unfavorable for Mexico, 
with a trade defi cit of U.S.$13.277 billion (Secretaría de Economía, 
2019). Products traded by Mexico include agriculture such as berries, 
oranges, strawberries, beef and pork, tequila, mescal, and beer, as well 
as auto parts and general manufactured goods. Japan exports to Mexico 
machinery, equipment, cars, auto parts, electronics, semiconductors, and 
general manufactured goods (Secretaría de Economía, 2019). Yet interest 
in Japan has taken a back seat with Mexicans. An aggressive cultural policy 
to recover its position could help reactivate bilateral relations, along with 
a new business model through Mexico–Japan co-investments, the cutting-
edge model. Japan faces many challenges, and Mexico is an important 
player in its positioning in North and Latin America. Th e challenge is a 
big one, but there is friendship between the two countries, as we can see in 
the positive image each has of the other in public opinion. 

Korea: If there is one country with which Mexico could take a step forward 
toward more strategic relations it is South Korea. No free-trade agreement 
(FTA) has been signed between the two countries, and unfortunately, the 
Asian nation was left out the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement 
for Trans-Pacifi c Partnership (CPTPP). Like with China, looking into an 
Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) with Korea before going for an 
FTA could keep trade from being derailed, or even economic relations 
from cooling. Even though Korea is not part of the CPTPP, bilateral 
trade with the nation is increasing, accounting for U.S.$15.358 billion in 
imports and U.S.$3.812 billion in Mexican exports, leaving a trade defi cit 
for Mexico of U.S.$11.546 billion (Secretaría de Economía, 2019).      

Under this scenario and taking into account the conditions imposed 
on Mexico through the renegotiation of the USMCA—where in Chapter 
32, in the section on General Provisions and Exemptions, article 32.10 
stipulates that if one of the three partners wishes to enter a trade agreement 
with a non-market economy, it must let the other partners know three 
months before negotiations begin—the question is, what to do about 
China? Perhaps the answer is do nothing, but rather seek out options with 
Korea and Japan that are not a threat to the USMCA, since Mexico must 
fi rst transition from closed-cooperation relations to an open, democratic 
cooperation with these two nations. In other words, specialists in every 
fi eld on Korea and Japan should have a say, since for one reason or another 
they have been left out of the cooperation process by those who have 
traditionally been in charge of it. Th ese closed, monopolized dynamics in 
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bilateral cooperation have only led to a no-win approach, where neither 
side can envision any type of real win, in the short or long term, coming 
out of cooperation. Th is situation must change; otherwise, the dynamics 
of the relations will not be improved and the topics will continue to cater 
to the interests of a closed group, without taking into account new trends, 
approaches, and practices at the international level. 

After transitioning to bottom-up, democratic, inclusive cooperation 
among the actors, we should move toward binational coordination where 
the Mexican Agency for International Cooperation for Development 
(AMEXCID), the Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA), 
and the Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) set new 
cooperation and exchange criteria. Here, the Japan External Trade 
Organization (JETRO) and the Korea Trade-Investment Promotion 
Agency (KOTRA) should be included, since they would advise on trade, 
together with members of Mexico’s Foreign Ministry and Ministry of 
Economy. Also, business consultants, such as the Japanese Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry, the Korea Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 
and the Business Coordinator Board (CCE, in Spanish) would play an 
important role in implementing new business models, cooperation models, 
and trade exchange. Th e experience of Mexican companies who have done 
business in Japan would also be very valuable. 

Moreover, truly facing a new era will require a shift in Mexico’s vision 
as a platform for Japanese and Korean business interests. Without this 
shift, trade relations will not change; on the contrary, the aforementioned 
trade defi cit with these nations will worsen and Mexico will continue 
to see zero earnings. One option is to look into Japanese–Mexican and 
Korean–Mexican co-investment. It is one way to make sure that capital 
fl ight is discouraged, even when talking about Mexican companies with 
Japanese or Korean names, or to make sure that much of the investment 
and earnings would remain in Mexico. 

It would seem that the USMCA, the renegotiation of NAFTA among 
partners Canada, the United States, and Mexico, is coming along. Unless 
the agreement is not ratifi ed by the Canadian Congress, there will be a new 
trade agreement which will certainly modify terms of trade with Mexico’s 
main Asian partners. Once the new terms on the auto sector go into eff ect, 
it will be very complicated for the value chain of Asian auto companies in 
Mexico to meet some of the conditions to be certifi ed under the rules-of-
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origin clause and to benefi t from the new agreement—40–45% of vehicles 
must be produced in a country with a wage not below U.S.$16.00, such 
as the United States and Canada; 55–60% of auto production can be done 
with a wage below U.S.$16.00/hour, like in Mexico. If automakers can 
meet this requirement at fi rst, there will be a 0% rate. Th ose that do not 
meet the requirement will be able to export with a 2.5% rate as long as 
they adjust to the new provisions. Regarding rules-of-origin, a regional 
content clause states that 75% of auto parts must be manufactured in 
the United States and Mexico. Perhaps in the long run the surplus with 
North America, which in 2018 reached U.S.$131.707 billion (Secretaría 
de Economía, 2019) will invert, which would mean a serious problem 
for Mexico’s trade relations with Asia, where the trade defi cit has been 
somewhat covered by the favorable balance with the United States and 
Canada. To show how important the auto sector is to Mexican exports, we 
should point out that, according to the Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
y Geografía (INEGI), this sector accounted for 25.5% of added value of 
global manufacturing exports in 2018, which means U.S.$164.739 billion 
for the manufacturing sector dedicated to transportation equipment 
(INEGI, 2020). 

Th is situation might discourage investment in the auto sector by Asian 
nations (Japan, Korea, and, to a lesser degree, China), which in the past 
few years has increased in the center and North of the country, where 
strategies to attract these types of resources from abroad would have to 
be modifi ed. State and city governments should work together to foster 
development by creating employment in the famous industrial ecosystems, 
which Michal Porter (1999) once called economic clusters to maximize 
nations’ comparative advantages.  

MEXICO’S FOREIGN POLICY AND COVID-19 
AND THE REPERCUSSIONS IN ASIA

Th e preceding sections covered the creation of Mexico’s foreign policy 
in Asia and how it has mainly been concentrated in three countries—
China, Korea, and Japan. Mexico placed its interests in these nations just 
as diplomatic relations with each of them were set up. Now we must fi gure 
out how the power shift at the global level, especially as proposed by China 
in the area of global governance, aff ects Mexico’s fi xed diplomacy as part of 
the nation’s Fourth Transformation. 
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In an interview, Wang Lei,2 a Chinese scholar, explained his conception 
of global governance as, “the way in which the international community 
is organized to tend to the world’s great challenges, such as peace and 
international stability; international fi nance; international trade; climate 
change; the movement of the global population (international migration); 
health and global epidemics; and global development, as well as the fi ght 
against poverty, among others.” According to this author, the nature 
of these topics lies in cooperation (negotiation, rules, and regulations), 
oriented topics (transnationalism and globalism), and multiple actors 
(national and multinational states, civil movements, and people). All this 
is framed in a globalized, interdependent context, which in Wang Lei’s 
words “is underpinned by an international organization of 3 sources of 
power: the G7, the BRICS, and the G20. Of these three pillars, the G20 
is the platform for global economic governance.” 

Wang Lei’s ideas contrast with post-war economic and fi nancial 
principles and institutions (World Bank; International Monetary Fund; 
GATT—today the World Trade Organization). Wang Lei highlighted the 
role of his country in the shift in global power. “Ten years ago, China 
changed its narrative; we went from an idealist to a realist, well, a neorealist 
world view, but we continue to believe in global governance through 
South–South cooperation.” 

Th is interpretation of what is going on in the world is certainly a hybrid 
global governance idea and practice. In other words, from a theoretical 
viewpoint, Chinese global economic governance practices and conceptions 
have a neorealist approach, using power structures that do not have a 
high degree or level of institutionalization, meaning that they imply a 
negative approach to cooperation, hoping to use these power structures to 
achieve relative earnings in the short term. Meanwhile, the Chinese idea 
of global governance through cooperation, to tend to world challenges or 
problems, itself takes on a neoliberal outlook, with a main goal of going 
for development or better welfare. It has signifi cant implications for the 
international system, mainly in organization and power distribution, from 
a Chinese viewpoint. Global governance from a Chinese perspective can 
be understood as hybrid, mixing—according to practices and expected 
gains—cooperation dynamics through power structures, which become 
institutionalized over time and aff ect the international system. Bueno de 

2.  Interview held in Beijing, China, on September 20, 2018. 
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Mesquita (2006) describes it very clearly, noting that the neorealists believe 
that the international system is anarchic rather than hierarchic, while 
neoliberals believe that power distribution is based on the existence of 
regional hegemonies rather than a power imbalance or balance. Structure 
is understood as the distribution of power among states, which explains 
state behavior (Del Arenal, 2002).

In practice, Chinese pragmatism as seen in its economic and trade policy, 
neoliberal when it needs to be, and mercantilist when the situation calls for 
it. It also bets on multilateralism with its own mechanisms, as we see with 
the fi nancial instruments of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and 
South Africa), such as the New Development Bank (NDB) and its “New 
Silk Route” program, which plans to provide economic resources and 
land and off shore infrastructure to countries in Asia and Central Europe 
(Stevenson, 2013). It is basically what we call the new international order 
that we have already mentioned, where China plans to continue as the 
hegemon in Asia and to expand to the rest of the world (Martínez, 2020). 
Th e lesson here is that China is using its capabilities to adapt to a global 
power shift where the rules of the game and the national interests of the 
main global actors have undergone changes. China is paving the way with 
a proposal for a new international order, where not only will institutions 
be inserted in the new international architecture but also China will fi ght 
for a world from its viewpoint, which we should become familiar with, 
especially since China has been considered as a real option for Mexico to 
achieve its sought-after trade diversifi cation. It is important to understand 
China’s pragmatic nature beyond books and idealistic interpretations. 
Mexican diplomacy under the Fourth Transformation will have to adapt 
to the nation’s interests in the region taking into account these variables. 

THE 4T AND MEXICO’S TRADE DIVERSIFICATION

Th e USMCA entered into force on July, 20202; even though the 
tariff s on Canadian and Mexican steel and aluminum were eliminated at 
the beginning of May 2019, as Mexico’s Secretaría de Economía (2019) 
announced in press release 56, on May 20, 2019, it was for other strategic 
and geo-economic reasons, not because of the USMCA. I believe that 
it is due to a trade strategy to bolster value chains and suppliers from 
U.S. businesses that need competitively priced goods since there is a trade 
war with China. Th e tax rate of 15% and 201%, respectively, takes the 
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Canadian and Mexican product off  the market. We have already seen 
the eff ects of U.S. retaliation (suspended for three months) against the 
tech giant Huawei, imposed by Donald Trump (BBC, 19 de agosto de 
2019). Th e global repercussions of this announcement have already had an 
eff ect in the cancellation by global companies of million-dollar contracts 
for purchasing telephones and electronic component supplies from the 
Chinese enterprise. Th e situation cannot be taken as a preamble of the 
ratifi cation, and eff orts to make sure it gets ratifi ed should be bolstered. 

Once the USMCA started, the Mexican strategy, besides following 
up on what is discussed in Washington, should be geared toward making 
Republican and Democratic representatives who are friendly toward 
Mexico aware of the importance of maintaining a USMCA during a 
time of trade uncertainty around the globe, especially with the threat of a 
downturn in the global economy due to the Coronavirus health crisis that 
is hitting China and could slow its growth for 2020 to a 4.1% rate and 
mean a loss in the fi rst quarter of this year of more than U.S.$280 billion 
(Capital Economics, 2020). 

Th e success of the USMCA will not be automatic or thanks to what has 
been done so far. Th e members of Mexico’s foreign service have the task 
of making clear the treaty’s importance, underscoring the interdependence 
and complementary aspects of the three partners to members of both parties 
in the House, following an aligned, coordinated, consensual strategy based 
on Mexico’s national interests. Furthermore, an information campaign in 
the U.S. press on the importance of trade with Mexico would strengthen 
the lobbying eff orts. Th e press department of the Embassy of Mexico in 
Washington and in the consulates face this gargantuan yet not impossible 
task. Nothing is defi nite, especially when there have been confrontations 
between the two countries regarding Mexico’s open-door migration policy 
and the U.S. president’s threats of imposing more tariff s on Mexico if it 
did not change this policy. In response, Mexico sent 27,000 members of 
the National Guard, who managed to reduce migratory fl ows by 56% in 
the timeframe agreed upon (BBC, 9 de septiembre de 2019).

With this adverse, uncertain scenario, besides the option off ered by 
China, Japan, and Korea for Mexico to diversify, we must not forget 
that Mexico has several Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) (Secretaría de 
Economía, 2019), yet the shift in U.S. trade policy and in world political 
contexts shows that these strategies are no longer suffi  cient and do not 
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guarantee markets for Mexican exports. Everything must be reconsidered. 
Th e bitter pill Mexico swallowed during the long months of the NAFTA 
renegotiation forces it to seek out trade diversifi cation, and the answer lies 
precisely in the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacifi c 
Partnership (CPTPP), which requires an exportable supply-and-demand 
strategy. Asia is extremely important to Mexico, but we believe a dynamic 
diplomacy must be created in the region, considering variables such as the 
power shift in the world and the real capabilities Mexico has to take on this 
diversifi cation with Asia as part of a long-term, comprehensive outlook. 
During this period of change in Mexico, where austerity is the backbone of 
public policy, not much can be achieved on the diplomatic side, especially 
in lands so far away and unknown, where not only human resources but 
also economic budgets are needed to promote trade and tourism. 

Th is position should be understood through Mexico’s current situation 
regarding international relations and its foreign policy established in the 
National Development Plan (Plan Nacional de Desarrollo, 2019) that set 
relations with the United States as a priority region and a return to the 
Latin American region, with which Mexico shares profound historical 
bonds. It is no coincidence that in 2020, Mexico will act for one year 
as president of the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States 
(CELAC), which based on the current state of aff airs will help to balance 
and compensate for our profound asymmetric relations (economic and 
political) with the United States (SRE, 2019).

Th e current election issues that President Donald Trump is facing (El 
País, 12 de febrero de 2020) point toward a complex campaign that will 
surely hit Mexico hard on such sensitive topics as migration and border 
security, which will once again mean more uncertainty that will surely 
aff ect the continuity and success of the 4T. Here, we cannot apply the 
phrase, “Th e best foreign policy is domestic policy.

It shows us that Mexico is not an island, and what happens around the 
world and the region aff ects it. Would it not be better to focus political 
and economic diversifi cation eff orts on countries with which Mexico is 
complementary in terms of trade, and on allies with shared global agendas? 
Th e idea of looking to Latin America and the Caribbean, with whom 
Mexico is spiritually connected, is not a bad one. Mexico must ask itself 
if Latin American and the Caribbean could help it to change the trade 
equation which, according to Santander Bank (2019), shows that 80% of 



AMÉRICA LATINA EM TEMPOS DE PANDEMIA |   173

Mexico’s foreign trade is concentrated in the United States. Unfortunately, 
there is not much trade with the Latin American region, since only two 
nations have trade relations with Mexico—Brazil, accounting for 0.9%, 
and Colombia, accounting for 0.8% of all exports. Mexico’s diversifi cation 
strategy should include countries such as Canada (2.8%), Germany 
(1.7%), China (1.6%), Japan (1%), Spain (1%), South Korea (0.8%), and 
India (0.8%). 

Mexico is at an important juncture that will set the tone for establishing 
a foreign policy strategy aligned with a reality that cannot be ignored. I 
hope that Mexico’s positioning on the United Nations General Assembly, 
and international activism in Mexico, as well as the signing of a trade-
promotion alliance between the Ministry of Foreign Aff airs and the 
Ministry of Economy at the beginning of 2019 and the incorporation of 
its new International Business Center (CINSE, in Spanish) in September 
2019, will help. 

CONCLUSIONS

I can thus conclude that Mexico’s transformation under the 4T can be 
explained by interpreting the theory of a world power shift where, even 
though Mexico’s president has decided to maintain a position in which his 
local outlook prevails, he has created a global strategy taking into account 
the sudden shifts in the international arena by strengthening the Ministry 
of Foreign Relations, through its chancellor Marcelo Ebrard, who has 
become the strong man on the cabinet and a possible candidate to succeed 
López Obrador. One example is the role he played recently in negotiating 
with the United States on trade, tariff s, migration, and security, as well as 
his attendance at diff erent high-level meetings in the United States and 
the world, such as the Group of 20 meeting in Osaka, Japan, and the 
UN General Assembly (Expansión, 26 de noviembre de 2019). Mexico’s 
position on the international stage is multilateral, which I believe is due to 
new challenges in the era of post COVID-19.
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