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S
ince 2012, The Business Year has been 
producing annual publications on the 
Colombian economy, gathering the 

thoughts of hundreds of top business leaders in 
the process. Now, we seek to take the spotlight 
to Colombia’s Caribbean region, centered on the 
city of Barranquilla, to see what is behind the eco-
nomic transformation witnessed there in recent 
years.

In attempting to answer that very question, 
Ana María Badel, Executive Director of ProBar-
ranquilla, a local investment promotion agency, 
carefully cited Professor Michael Porter of Har-
vard University as she explained how the only 
way for a region to improve its quality of life is 
by “welcoming private enterprises that are able 
to pay high and mobile salaries, while all other 
players such as government and academia sup-
port them.”

In Barranquilla, after 40 years of stagnant eco-
nomic activity fueled by pandemic corruption 
and social disinterest, the public sector finally 
woke up under the leadership of Alejandro Char, 
whose term as mayor ended at the end of 2019, 
and a new generation of technocratic political 
professionals. “Our people had lost all faith in 
our city and our governors,” said Char, but in 
only 10 years that story would drastically reverse. 
Since 2007, Alejandro Char and Eduardo Verano, 
Governor of the Atlántico Department, worked 
together to revitalize the financial structures of 
the city and the department, improving rela-
tions with creditors by restructuring or cancelling 
loss-generating concession contracts, and recov-
ering the confidence of banks, investors, and the 
central government. With fresh access to liquidity 
flows, the city and department were able to inject 
new capital into infrastructure projects through a 
PPP framework that demanded the efficient use 
of funds, data-driven projections, and a stable 
political backbone.

In November 2019, regional elections took 
place in Colombia and while many departments 
and cities around the country were struggling 
with polarized and narrow elections, in Atlantico 
and Barranquilla the results were a foregone con-

clusion, with Alexander Char and Eduardo Ver-
ano enjoying the highest approval ratings in the 
country at over 80% in several 2019 polls. Their 
unofficial “successors,” Jaime Pumarejo, as May-
or, and Elsa Noguera, as Governor, were elected 
in a landslide election with 62.43% and 66.67% 
of votes, respectively. These results were a clear 
manifesto from a population that wanted conti-
nuity and trust, and was a clear message to inves-
tors and businesses that the commercial eupho-
ria in Barranquilla and Atlántico are here to stay.

After conducting more than 80 interviews for 
this regional report, this harmony between the 
private and public sectors was quickly identified 
by our team as the primary driving force behind 
the region’s growth. What also became clear to us 
was that the success of Barranquilla and Atlántico 
has had positive spillover effects in the maritime, 
infrastructure, and energy sectors around the Ca-
ribbean region. To the north of Barranquilla lies 
Santa Marta, which has long been seen as a top 
eco-tourism destination, along with its promi-
nent but seldom applauded agriculture sector. 
Santa Marta also enjoys the natural benefits of 
having the deepest natural port in the country, 
which is generating a lot of interest and poten-
tial, particularly with the offshore energy and 
cruise industries. To the south of Barranquilla is 
Cartagena, which is world renowned for its co-
lonial charm and tourism industry, and has also 
set itself apart by having the most technologically 
advanced and busy port in the country. The close 
proximity of these three cities has led to some of 
the most important infrastructure projects in the 
county, including the Puente Pumarejo bridge, 
which connects Santa Marta and Barranquilla 
and the Cartagena-Barranquilla corridor, which 
connects the two cities.

As Colombia continues to make steps in the 
post-conflict environment, the Caribbean coast-
al region is a shining example of what can be 
achieved by unity. In this report, we hope to bring 
our readers, through the words of the players be-
hind the transformation, a balanced, actionable 
account of the state of play across the region’s 
economy. ✖
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Considered the capital of the Colombian 
Caribbean region, Barranquilla is known as 

the Golden Gate of Colombia
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Economy01

ver the last decade, Colombia’s Carib-
bean coast has worked to forge a unique 
identity for itself along the national spec-

trum and today boasts arguably the best growth 
potential in the country. The largest city in the 
region, Barranquilla, has become a model of how 
to grow a diverse economy while nurturing social 
services. Although our report studies the entire 
Caribbean region of Colombia, including Cart-
agena and Santa Marta, our team was based in 
Barranquilla given its central location as well as its 
leading industrial concentration. 

According to the National Department of Sta-
tistics of Colombia (DANE), in 2H2019 two Ca-
ribbean cities enjoyed the lowest levels of unem-
ployment—Cartagena, at 8%, and Barranquilla, 
at 8.4%—compared to the national average of 
10.5%. When classifying by regions, Colombia’s 
Caribbean region had the lowest unemployment 
rate at 8.5%, compared to Pacífico (10.8%), Central 
(11.7%), Bogotá (11.9%), and Oriental (12%). In the 
Caribbean region, the primary sectors sustaining 
this higher level of employment are hospitality 
and restaurants (34% of jobs), services (22%), and 
industry (14%).

Furthermore, according to DANE, the city of 
Barranquilla had the second-fastest increase in 
household income between 2010 and 2017 at a 
rate of 7.75%, compared to the national average 
of 5.54%. Between 2008 and 2018, the percentage 
of Barranquilleros under the poverty rate designa-
tion fell from 43% to 20%. In 2018, it became the 
city that spends the most public funds per capita. 

When compared to other major cities in Colom-
bia, it has the same extreme poverty rate of 2.5% as 
Medellín and Bogotá, but better than Cali’s, which 
stands at 3.5%. This has also translated into a more 
efficient distribution of wealth, with the Ginni co-
efficient of Barranquilla standing at 0.44, better 
than Bogotá and Medellín. These are some of the 
social metrics that support the synergy between 
welfare and economic growth, and they support 
the basis of how the GDP of Atlántico has out-
paced the national average at an average growth 
rate of 4.2% versus 3.8% between 2008 and 2017.

By ensuring a stable and transparent political 
system during the last 10 years, as well as amend-
ing the credit worthiness of public debts, Bar-
ranquilla has been able to secure a ‘BBB’ rating, 
which in turn has helped attract FDI and boost 
access to public funds to create PPP projects. The 
recovery of economic transparency and financial 
sturdiness has resulted in over 500 FDI projects 
since 2008, according to ProBarranquilla. The 
FDI flow of Barranquilla has been in the logis-
tics, port, and industrial sectors, where capital 
expenses are higher, and the city has also devel-
oped a technological base by attracting tech and 
BPO services. Today, Atlántico is home to 15% of 
national BPO outsourcing companies as a result 
of the availability of highly educated and bilin-
gual human capital.

With improving infrastructure, a stable and 
trustworthy political system, and blossoming tal-
ent pool, it is no secret why the region has been  
leading growth in the country. ✖

O

SUN, SEA &
ECONOMIC GROWTH
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José Manuel 
Restrepo Abondano 
M I N I S T E R  
O F  C O M M E R C E , 
I N D U S T R Y,  
A N D  T O U R I S M

identify where it can improve, promoting public 
policies that meet high standards and improve 
transparency. All these efforts will hopefully re-
sult in more equity, more employment, and better 
quality of life for citizens. Our active participation 
in the OECD will allow for solving joint problems 
with other members who are currently Colombia's 
main trading partners. As a full member of the or-
ganization, you can use your resources and partici-
pate in different discussions to constantly evaluate 
and improve the country’s public policies. This 
membership is expected to influence the quality of 
government and contribute to the country’s devel-
opment. Furthermore, membership is valued by 
an important group of institutional investors who 
limit their investments to OECD countries, so it 
impacts not only attracting capital to the country 
but also the cost of financing due to its perceived 
risk-reduction effect.

What are the ministry’s tourism strategies, objectives, 
and goals for 2020?
With our Sectoral Tourism Plan, we are improving 
the competitiveness of our country as a tourist des-
tination. We are strengthening our productivity, 
generating value and co-responsibility among ac-
tors in the tourism sector, as well as continuously 
working on positioning Colombia in national and 
international markets. Our strategy is focused on 
increasing formalization throughout tourism busi-
nesses and ensuring they provide quality services 
via training and supporting regional entities. Our 
goal is to close 2020 with more than 4.9 million 
non-resident visitors and offer many more sustain-
able destinations to tourists. These destinations 
should have excellent practices in environmental, 
socio-cultural, and economic dimensions. It also 
gives them recognition, helping them to improve 
the economic development of the region and gen-
erating new opportunities. ✖

Would you give us a short briefing on the role that creative 
industries play in the Colombian economy?
The creative economy includes those econom-
ic sectors traditionally related to human talent 
and culture that now deliver more added value 
based on creativity and innovation. In Colombia, 
that represents around 1.8% of GDP; however, in 
countries such as the UK and the Netherlands, that 
participation is close to 10%. Our goal is to move 
from 1.8% and double that figure, or even get close 
to 5%. To reach that level of participation, we need 
to strengthen our institutions, boost the country’s 
industry, and ensure that we have an inclusive sec-
tor that develops and supports inspiration, one 
that is focused on building this kind of culture and 
mentality in our field. The creative economy is a 
great opportunity to increase Colombia’s export 
services. Over the last four years, the export ser-
vices sector in Colombia has reached almost dou-
ble-digit growth. Growing our exports is a must for 
the country over the coming years. This is why in 
March 2020, we will launch a new program funded 
by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) 
where we will develop policies, strategies, and tac-
tics to increase service exports, including widely 
the orange economy. We are also working with the 
EU on cooperation methods to develop the cre-
ative economy concept. There are many strategies 
at the same time to grow the sector over the com-
ing years.

What is the ministry’s position on becoming part of the 
OECD?
We are committed to the OECD and the internal 
work we must do is mostly about strengthening 
our institutions. We have been working on neces-
sary internal adjustments to be able to reach the 
required standards. The membership process will 
allow the country to measure and compare itself 
with its peers, evaluate its context, and accurately 

BIO 

José Manuel Restrepo 
Abondano studied economics 
at Universidad del Rosario 
before completing his master’s 
degree at the London School 
of Economics. He is a doctoral 
candidate in management of 
higher education institutions 
at the University of Bath. His 
distinguished career has seen 
him serve as vice-rector of 
Universidad del Rosario and 
rector of Colegio de Estudios 
Superiores de Administración 
(CESA).

TRIPLE
threat

With its three-pronged trident 
of responsibility, the Ministry of 
Commerce, Industry, and Tourism is 
spearheading Colombia’s way forward 
into the industries of creative economy 
and tourism.
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warmer 
WATERS
Ana María Badel 
E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R ,
P R O B A R R A N Q U I L L A

In 2019, Barranquilla was rated one of the top 10 cities for 
foreign investment. What have been the most important 
strategies to attract foreign investment?
One strategy is to focus on the existing companies 
in Barranquilla and the department and help these 
companies continue to grow. With that objective, 
our strategy includes aftercare service and moni-
toring the investment climate. We have a tool that 
constantly checks the most important criteria for 
increasing investment and communicates this in-
formation to the public sector. When organizations 
rank this city, they take into account the synergies 
between the public and private sectors. They also 
look at the budget allocated for promotional ac-
tivities and different initiatives, like tax incentives, 
growing sectors, digital strategy, city projects, and 
training.

Why is Barranquilla attracting both BPO and technology 
outsourcing companies?
Barranquilla has become a platform for the BPO 
industry, because of its high level of human re-
sources. Companies settle in this region because 
of the human talent and other capabilities, such as 
bilingualism. Barranquilla also has infrastructure, 
and connectivity. Four or five of the submarine 
cables that connect Colombia to the world enter 
through Barranquilla. They also come here be-
cause of the macroeconomic environment and the 
synergies between the public and private sectors. 
Unlike other industries such as manufacturing that 
prioritize the access to ports, these companies take 
into account digital connectivity and telecommu-
nications infrastructure. Furthermore, being in the 
same time zone as the eastern US makes it easy to 
connect. The connectivity through Miami bolsters 
the value proposition. Having large telecommu-
nications infrastructure operators like GlobNet, 
Finet, and C&W offering low-cost internet is an-
other key factor.

How does ProBarranquilla work?
When we go out to promote Barranquilla, nation-
ally and internationally, we contact investors from 
different sectors seeking diverse opportunities. We 
map out projects and look for synergies between 

BIO 

Ana María Badel obtained her 
law degree from La Universidad 
del Norte in Barranquilla. She 
started with ProBarranquilla as 
an investment coordinator for 
18 months, before becoming 
executive director in 2013. 
Before ProBarranquilla, she 
consulted for the mayor s office 
in the area of special projects. 
She has also practiced law in 
the mining industry. 

ProBaranquilla works hard to connect 
local projects to international investors 
and ensure Baranquilla’s assets are 
fully utilized.

them. When we connect local opportunities to in-
ternational investors, it creates more communica-
tion and connectivity, generating more opportu-
nities beyond the investment. Our project bank is 
extremely important. We are also co-founders of 
Atlantic Connect, a public-private initiative that 
aims to look for innovation, promote it, and find 
new companies in the department.

Two industries growing enormously are offshore and re-
newable energies. How important are these industries for 
the city’s future growth, and what is the role of ProBarran-
quilla in their growth?
It is a long-term bet. We want ProBarranquilla to 
become a logistics platform that can provide goods 
and services for exploration and exploitation in the 
Colombian Caribbean Sea wells and the inland ba-
sins. We are working on promoting spaces to un-
derstand everything to do with national legal frame-
work. We want different actors working together 
and talking, not only about the offshore industry 
but also renewable energy. Our energy committee, 
made up of the mayor’s office, the chamber of com-
merce, ProBarranquilla, and ANDI, is constantly 
working to identify opportunities and connect to 
other cities with know-how and experience. Bar-
ranquilla is also included in the World Energy City 
Partnership, an organization that brings together 20 
cities in the world to share best practices.

What are some of ProBarranquilla’s most important goals 
for 2020?
We must work to ensure Barranquilla is not only the 
best place to invest in, but also has the best resourc-
es, human talent, and spaces to conduct business. 
These objectives are linked to other factors, such as 
quality of life, open spaces, and fulfilling sustain-
able development goals. Barranquilla will be the 
headquarters of the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IDB) 2020 assembly, an excellent oppor-
tunity to promote the territory and tell the world 
about our 12-year transformation. We also want to 
work with Venezuelan migrants, who require work, 
health, education, and other services. We have to 
find a way for returnees and migrants to be part of 
the local economy. ✖

I N T E R V I E W
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