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Abstract

This report examines gender governance in Chinese mining investment in Colombia as part of the broader
project “Sharpening the Gender Lens: Examining China’s Investments in Latin America.” Colombia
offers an emerging but important case: its economic ties with China have historically been weaker than
those of other major Latin American countries, but Chinese firms have recently become more visible in
infrastructure, energy, electromobility, and mining. At the same time, Colombia has been redefining its
extractive and energy policies through ambitious goals for a more just energy transition.

The report argues that gender should be understood as a matter of territorial governance. Existing
evidence from Colombia shows that mining and energy projects affect women through informal and
indirect economies, environmental risks, community participation, compensation, and mine closure. The
cases of Zijin’s BuriticdA gold mine and JCHX’s El Alacran copper-gold-silver project illustrate two
different moments of Chinese mining investment: one operating project where some gender-related
practices can be identified, and one developing project where gender-sensitive governance could still be
incorporated early. The report concludes that for Colombia, value lies in this unfinished moment: gender
concerns can still be integrated into licensing, consultation, formalization, procurement, and territorial
development before future projects reproduce older extractive inequalities.
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“Sharpening the Gender Lens on Chinese Investment in Latin America: The Case of Colombia”

Kehan Wang, Elisa Arond y Nifta Lau

Introduction

China’s economic ties with Colombia have traditionally been weaker than with other major Latin
American countries, but recent developments show a change. In recent years, Chinese companies have
increasingly invested in sectors like infrastructure, energy, electromobility, and mining. Although Chinese
FDI made up only 0.4% of Colombia's total inward FDI from 2001 to 2020, it grew significantly (by
138%) from 2023 to 2025, increasing from US$64.2 million to $152 million (Defelipe and Diaz, 2026).
Additionally, Colombia joined China’s Belt and Road Initiative in 2025 to bolster trade and investment
ties with China. This evolving partnership is happening at a crucial time, as President Gustavo Petro
(2022-2026) reevaluates Colombia’s extractive and energy policies, aiming to reduce fossil fuel
dependence, boost renewable energy, and explore opportunities in strategic minerals within a just energy
transition framework. Whether these efforts will continue under his successor, Abelardo de la Espriella
(2026-2030), remains uncertain.

This report is part of the project titled “Sharpening the Gender Lens: Examining China’s Investments in
Latin America,” coordinated by the Center for China and Asia-Pacific Studies (CECHAP) at the
Universidad del Pacifico. As part of the broader research and policy dialogue initiative “Capitalizing on
the New Climate Economy in the Americas,” the project examines how Chinese investment in South
America’s extractive and renewable energy sectors affects gender dynamics, particularly the lives and
opportunities of women, and how these impacts can be managed more equitably. In its initial stages, the
project focuses on two main countries, Peru and Colombia. This report explores the gender aspects of
Chinese mining investments in Colombia, while a more detailed report focuses on Peru (Wang, Lau and
Zegarra, 2026).

Colombia is an important case precisely because it does not fit neatly into the same pattern as its
neighboring countries in terms of Chinese involvement in the mining industry. Mining is not new to
Colombia. Gold mining has deep historical roots, coal has played a central role in the country’s export
economy, and nickel is part of its large-scale production, concentrated in the Cerro Matoso operation.
However, the structure and political economy of mining in Colombia differ from those of countries such
as Peru and Chile, where large-scale metallic mining has long been more central to national development
strategies and the governance of foreign investment. In Colombia, mining has been shaped by a
combination of formal large-scale operations, artisanal and informal mining, illegal economies, armed
conflicts, territorial disputes, and an uneven state presence (Baraybar, Hidalgo & Dargent, 2020).

Major Chinese mining companies have recently established themselves in this complex landscape. Two
notable examples are Zijin Mining Group Co., a major state-owned enterprise that operates the Buritica
gold mine in Antioquia, following its acquisition of Continental Gold, and JCHX Mining Management
Co., a private Chinese firm that recently acquired the El Alacran project in Cordoba, which will produce
copper, gold, and silver and aligns more closely with Colombia’s strategic minerals agenda. While gold is
not categorized as a transition mineral, the global demand for the yellow metal is also high in times of
economic uncertainty, and Buritica serves as an early case of Chinese corporate mining governance in
Colombia. These examples illustrate two different scenarios of Chinese mining involvement: one where



the mine is already operational, showing gender-related practices, and another that is still in development,
offering an opportunity to incorporate gender-sensitive governance before social and environmental
arrangements are embedded.

Colombia offers an emerging but important case for studying gender and Chinese mining investment.
Unlike Peru, where Chinese companies already operate several large mining projects, Colombia’s Chinese
mining presence is still relatively new and limited. For this reason, this report does not aim to provide a
definitive assessment of gender outcomes. Instead, the report uses Colombia as a case for mapping and
agenda-setting. It asks what can be learned from existing evidence on gender in mining-energy territories,
what Chinese investment adds to the governance picture, and what should be addressed before future
mining and renewable energy projects reproduce and deepen existing exclusions and inequalities.

The report views gender not only as an issue of women’s employment in mining but also as a matter of
territorial governance. Gender disparities in the mining sector are evident not only in inequality and
exclusion within formal employment but also extend to subcontracted work, informal service sectors,
resettlement, livelihoods, participation in community decision-making, compensation, environmental
governance, and mine closures. In Colombia’s coal regions, women’s livelihoods are often linked to
indirect economies that are easily overlooked when policies focus solely on formal workers. For future
mineral projects, women’s involvement in consultation, local development planning, and benefit-sharing
will be crucial for making mining governance more inclusive and equitable.

The report proceeds as follows. Section two situates Colombia’s mining industry within the context of the
energy transition, with attention to coal, strategic minerals, and the mining governance framework.
Section three reviews key gender issues in Colombia’s mining and energy sectors. Section four examines
Chinese investment in Colombia’s mining and energy transition and discusses two Chinese mining cases:
Zijin’s Buritica mine and JCHX’s El Alacran project. The final sections identify key gaps and
opportunities and offer recommendations for building a more gender-responsive research and policy
agenda.



1.

Gender Governance in Colombia’s Mining Industry and Energy Transition

Colombia has a relatively comprehensive policy framework for gender equality in mining, energy, and
environmental protection. Like many countries in the region, it has established numerous institutions and
policies that emphasize social inclusion, human rights, and participation in natural resource governance
and beyond. At the national level, Colombia has established various tools, both within and outside the
mining and energy sectors, to shape gender equality policies.

The most important sector-specific tool is the Gender Guidelines for the Mining and Energy Sector
(Ministerio de Minas y Energia and IDB, 2020). These Guidelines aim to integrate gender considerations
throughout public institutions and private firms via four key pillars: boosting women’s participation in
employment, leadership, community spaces, and value chains; fostering workplace cultures rooted in
equality and shared care responsibilities; enhancing institutional coordination and incentive mechanisms;
and preventing violence against women in workplaces and communities impacted by mining and energy
projects (Martinez-Restrepo et al., 2022). While not legally binding, the Guidelines serve as a vital
reference for companies and public agencies aiming to adopt gender-sensitive practices.

Efforts to boost gender inclusion have also surfaced through voluntary initiatives within the private sector.
A comprehensive study across the sector involving 71 mining, energy, and hydrocarbon companies offers
a valuable baseline for current practices (Martinez-Restrepo et al., 2022). Participants reported progress in
workplace safety, anti-harassment policies, and maternity leave support beyond legal standards. However,
significant gaps persist in professional growth, work-life balance, and women’s roles in supply chains.
Only a few companies reported factoring gender considerations into supplier selection or assessing
suppliers based on gender equity. These results indicate that although workforce diversity is becoming
more prominent, broader economic inclusion remains limited.

Apart from individual company efforts, industry groups also aim to advance gender equality. “Energy that
Transforms: Mining-Energy Alliance for Gender Equity” (Energia que transforma: Alianza minero
energética para la equidad de género), backed by the Inter-American Development Bank, unites firms
and associations from the mining, energy, and hydrocarbon sectors to exchange best practices and set
shared goals (Insuco, 2020). Likewise, the Colombian Mining Association (ACM), representing most
large and medium-sized mining firms nationally, has launched various initiatives to promote compliance
standards and recognize women's contributions in mining (HuEllas Award) (Asociacion Colombiana de
Mineria, n.d.). Additionally, mining companies frequently include gender-related initiatives or metrics in
their sustainability reports. These efforts mostly focus on increasing women's workforce participation,
fostering gender-sensitive suppliers, and providing training or empowerment programs for women.

Growing attention to gender in mining governance coincides with broader efforts to transform Colombia’s
energy and extractive sectors. Colombia has extensive experience in extractive industries, though not as
much as some regional counterparts. The country has historically ranked among the top five global
exporters of thermal coal, but its standing is now less secure due to several factors. These include
importing countries' increased climate ambitions and the closure of coal-fired power plants, Colombia's
own commitments, such as joining the Powering Past Coal Alliance, the lack of Pacific ports for Asian
exports, and other geopolitical issues (Arond et al., 2024; Vega-Aratjo et al., 2023). Additionally,
Colombia has exported oil and gas, but the Petro government planned to phase out this sector as well,
including joining the Beyond Oil and Gas Alliance (Ministerio de Minas y Energia, 2023a).



2.

Two policy instruments play a key role here. Colombia’s National Economic and Social Policy Council
issued CONPES 4075 (2022), establishing the country’s official National Energy Transition Policy with a
strategic roadmap spanning 2022 to 2028. Complementing this framework, the Ministry of Mines and
Energy introduced the Roadmap for a Just Energy Transition (Hoja de Ruta para la Transicion Energética
Justa). This initiative presents a broader, decentralized, and socially inclusive vision designed to
democratize the nation's cleaner energy future (Ministerio de Minas y Energia, 2025). Unlike purely
technical decarbonization strategies, the Petro government’s approach explicitly considers social,
territorial, and labor aspects, aiming for a more equitable distribution of benefits and costs.

Strategic minerals are crucial to this vision. The roadmap underscores Colombia's significant potential in
key minerals like copper, nickel, and iron, seeking to leverage this economic opportunity through an
approach focused on environmental justice, national sovereignty, and sustainability (Ministerio de Minas
y Energia, 2025; Marifio Miranda et al., 2024). Besides extraction, policymakers highlighted the
importance of developing domestic value chains, promoting local industrialization, formalizing informal
mining activities, and increasing state involvement through initiatives such as ECOMINERALES
(Empresa Colombiana de Minerales). This proposed state-owned mining enterprise aimed to manage
strategic transition minerals and lead formalization efforts (DeFelipe and Diaz, 2026). These initiatives
were intended to position mining not only as an export resource but also as part of a broader strategy for
economic diversification and productive transformation.

Importantly, gender gained some traction in Colombia’s discourse on energy transition in the Petro
administration. The Roadmap for a Just Energy Transition was shaped by territorial and sectoral
dialogues, including a specific session on Women, Gender, and Diversity (Ministerio de Minas y Energia,
2023b). The Mining-Energy Planning Unit (Unidad de Planeacion Minero Energética, UPME) in the
Colombian government conducted studies that emphasize women as vital participants in the transition and
advocate for a more intersectional and territorial approach to understanding gender inequalities (Unidad
de Planeacion Minero Energética [UPME], n.d.). These efforts acknowledge that women experience
mining and energy transitions differently, particularly in terms of employment, unpaid care work,
community involvement, and access to economic opportunities.

Nevertheless, there remains a long way to go from recognition to implementation. Petro administration’s
governance framework had increasingly recognized the importance of gender equality, particularly
through sectoral guidelines, voluntary business initiatives, and the justice-oriented language of the energy
transition. However, as the country inaugurated a new presidency and continues to seek to expand
strategic mineral production and attract new investment, it remains to be seen how, or to what extent, the
mining sector will confront long-standing gendered challenges that policy recognition alone cannot solve.
These challenges are rooted in the everyday organization of mining territories. The next section examines
these experiences in greater detail.

Gender in Colombia’s Mining and Energy Territories

2.1. Employment and the Gendered Division of Labor

Formal employment is the most visible dimension of gender dynamics in the mining and energy sectors.
Despite recent progress, women remain a minority in mining and related extractive industries. According
to the latest available Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) Report for 2022, the 32

7



extractive companies that reported figures employed 116,908 workers, of whom 95,666 were men
(81.8%), and 21,242 were women (18.2%) (EITI Colombia, 2025: 94). Compared with 2021, women’s
employment among reporting companies increased by 12.3%, adding 2,335 jobs. This was notable given
that total employment in the sector grew by only 6.1% during the same period. However, women’s
participation varied sharply across subsectors. In mining, women accounted for only 11.1% of total direct
and indirect employment, while in hydrocarbons they accounted for 21.9%, much of it in indirect roles.

Table 1. Gender-segregated Employment Data in Colombia’s Mining and Energy Sectors

Hydrocarbons 2021 2022
Direct employment - Male 9,711 9,654
Direct employment - Woman 3,540 3,688
Indirect employment - Man 51,551 50,392
Indirect Employment - Women 11,896 13,111
Total hydrocarbons 76,698 76,845

Mining 2021 2022
Direct employment - Male 13,425 15,454
Direct employment - Woman 1,327 1,755
Indirect employment - Man 16,598 20,166
Indirect Employment - Women 2,144 2,688
Total mining 33,494 40,063

Total extractive sector 110,192 | 116,908

Source: EITI Colombia (2025: 94; Table 33) based on figures reported by government and trade
associations to EITI Colombia.

These figures suggest both progress and persistent segregation. Women’s participation has increased, yet
the mining-energy sector remains organized around a gendered division of labor. In many regions of
Colombia, extractive industries are embedded in patriarchal systems that assign paid, productive labor to
men and reproductive labor to women, despite the presence of women workers in the sector. Mining and
coal have often been constructed as masculine spaces, where men occupy decision-making and technical
roles inside and outside the mine, while women are concentrated in administrative, service, informal, or
“white-collar” and “pink-collar” jobs (Bermudez-Rico et al., 2012; 2014; Gonzalez Colonia, 2017;
Lahiri-Dutt, 2022; Mohr, 2021; Pasaribu and Lahiri-Dutt, 2022; Sikweyiya et al., 2022; Ulloa, 2016;
Vargas-Guevara et al., 2022; Villamizar and Jerez, 2020).



This gender division restricts women's access to higher-paying, more stable, and technical jobs and
discourages them from pursuing roles culturally associated with men, such as mechanics (Villamizar and
Jerez, 2020). Simultaneously, male dominance in mining not only confers privilege but also subjects men
to greater exposure to occupational hazards, work-related health issues, and the social pressures of being a
provider in extractive economies (Martinez-Restrepo et al., 2022).

2.2. Gendered Impacts of Coal Mine Closure

Mining impacts the social fabric of regions by changing economic structures, local services, mobility, and
household organization. These effects occur throughout a mine's lifecycle, from development to closure.
When a mine closes, it affects not only workers but also supporting services and regional economies,
creating ripple effects across gender, age, and ethnicity (Cock, 2019; Watson, 2023; Mohr et al., 2023). In
Colombia, coal mine closures have already shaped lived experiences—some groups face forced
immobility, stranded in towns dominated by a single industry with no alternatives, while others are
compelled to migrate externally under precarious conditions. Closure can exacerbate existing inequalities
and introduce new vulnerabilities.

Women are particularly vulnerable as they are often overrepresented in indirect mining economies.
Activities such as food sales, domestic work, laundry, room rentals, small-scale commerce, and other
services to the mining workforce can be significant income sources for women, but these are rarely
acknowledged as part of the formal mining sector. When mining activity diminishes, these livelihoods
may vanish without being reflected in labor statistics, compensation schemes, or transition plans. This
situation exemplifies what the literature calls "double precarity": a loss of economic independence
combined with limited mobility due to caregiving duties and deep-seated gender roles (Velicu & Barca,
2020; Sovacool et al., 2020). An illustrative case is women in La Jagua de Ibirico, Cesar. After Prodeco’s
coal mines shut down, many women lost their income sources, but due to a lack of skills for other sectors
and family caregiving responsibilities, many remained trapped in poverty with few migration options
(Angel, 2019; Torres, 2024; Holguin, 2020; Oei et al., 2020).

Existing research indicates that extractive economies tend to perpetuate traditional gender roles, fostering
concepts like "hypermasculinities,” which are associated with the strengthening of male provider roles
(Sikweyiya et al., 2022), and “petromasculinities,”" a form of masculinity rooted in fossil fuel industries,
patriarchal authority, and political influence (Daggett, 2018; 2021). In the Department of Cesar,
Vargas-Guevara et al. (2022) noted that before coal mining, agrarian systems had a less clearly defined
gender division of labor. Mining has reinforced masculine provider identities and is linked to rises in
violence, including femicides and sexual exploitation. For women, mining has often meant increased
reproductive burdens, such as caring for children and relatives affected by environmental damage caused
by mining activities. Additionally, the decline and closure of mining operations disrupt established gender
roles, causing men’s anxieties and identity reconfigurations that further marginalize women’s roles in
community decision-making (Verweijen et al., 2024).

Gendered impacts are further differentiated by ethnicity, race, and class. Rural women in Cesar and other
coal-producing regions may face “double or triple layers of marginalization” as women, rural residents,
and victims of armed conflicts (Bermudez Rico et al., 2012). Indigenous and Afro-descendant
communities also encounter overlapping injustices. For these groups, mine closures mean not just loss of



employment, but also worsen historical patterns of marginalization, such as cultural dislocation, political
exclusion, and land-based livelihood erosion due to mining pollution (Gilbert et al., 2021).

2.3. Participation, Agency, and Decision-making

Decision-making in mining territories can involve consultation processes, formal negotiations with
companies and state institutions, the design of local economic diversification, and community planning
for public services and land. Women, men, and marginalized groups do not enter these spaces as neutral
actors. Their roles are mediated by histories of exclusion, colonial legacies, armed conflicts, and corporate
practices that categorize communities and divide members within them. Indigenous, Afro-Colombian, and
peasant women often face particular difficulties in defending their rights, especially where rights to prior
consultation have been violated or insufficiently guaranteed by state institutions (Bermudez-Rico et al.,
2012).

Traditional gender roles further restrict women’s participation. Expectations that women assume domestic
and care work rather than formal employment reduce their opportunities to participate in unions,
negotiations, or advocacy spaces (Mohr, 2021). Men are often framed as providers and “natural”
participants in negotiations, while women may be dismissed as too emotional, inexperienced, or
inappropriate for public deliberation, especially when they are young. These roles are shaped by both
local customs and external actors, including mining companies and municipal institutions, which often
prioritize negotiations with older men and actively marginalize women and young people
(Vargas-Guevara et al., 2022).

In the Department of Cesar in Northern Colombia, for example, women have been systematically
excluded from mining decision-making through various forms of violence, dispossession, and
delegitimization (Bermudez-Rico et al., 2012). Coal mining heightened political violence, involving
private security forces and the presence of guerrilla, military, and paramilitary groups in the areas nearby,
causing significant harm to both women and men (Moor and Van de Sandt, 2014; Vargas-Guevara et al.,
2022). These effects include the disruption of women's activism against mining through direct violence
(Bermtdez-Rico et al., 2012; Vargas-Guevara et al., 2022), as well as vicarious violence—such as
experiencing grief and consequences from the murder of their husbands, or being pressured to cease
activism through threats to their children’s safety or employment (Bermudez-Rico et al., 2014).

Women are not only victims of exclusion but also active participants in defending the environment and
challenging extractive industries in many mining regions. Despite quotas in companies, unions, and
formal spaces to improve their role in decision-making (Ulloa, 2016), their participation is more strongly
tied to informal community leadership and grassroots activism (Bermudez-Rico et al., 2012; 2014; Mohr,
2021; Ulloa, 2016). In Cesar, women frequently lead efforts to protect natural resources and advocate for
local autonomy in areas affected by coal mining (Vargas-Guevara et al., 2022). Particularly,
working-class, rural, and Indigenous women have redefined traditional gender roles, such as those of
mothers and caregivers, as forms of political agency (Hylton, 2021; Karlsson, 2023). Rather than
remaining confined to domestic roles, many women have entered public life through gender and
environmental justice movements, viewing their activism as an extension of their responsibilities to care
for children, homes, and future generations (Barry, 2012).

Taken together, these experiences show that gender in Colombia’s mining and energy sectors is more than
a matter of labor-market inclusion. It is also about cultural traditions, livelihoods, violence, and political
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voice. These long-standing challenges shape the social landscape into which Chinese mining and energy
investments are entering.

3. Chinese Investment in Colombia’s Mining Sector

Chinese investment in Colombia’s mining sector remains limited compared with that in other South
American countries such as Peru, Chile, or Argentina, but it has become more visible in recent years. As
Colombia’s broader economic relationship with China warms, Chinese firms have entered two
strategically important mining projects: Zijin Continental Gold’s Buriticd gold mine in Antioquia and
JCHX’s El Alacran copper-gold-silver project in Cérdoba. These two cases represent different stages of
Chinese mining investment in Colombia. Buritica is already operating and offers some evidence of
corporate ESG and gender-related practices. El Alacran is still in development and shows how
gender-sensitive governance could be incorporated earlier, before community agreements and local
procurement arrangements become fixed.

3.1. China—Colombia Economic Relations and Mining-Energy Investment

Colombia’s economic relationship with China has historically been more limited and less institutionalized
than that of several other major Latin American economies. Colombia’s ties with China have often been
described as “superficial,” while the country’s policy toward China has been characterized as
opportunistic, reactive, unstable, and ambiguous (Velosa, 2019; Colombia Risk Analysis, 2023). Despite
recent efforts to elevate the bilateral relationship to a “strategic partnership” and Colombia’s eventual
accession to the Belt and Road Initiative, the relationship has not yet evolved into a deeply structured
economic or geopolitical partnership (DeFelipe and Diaz, 2026).

Trade and investment have grown from modest levels and remain uneven. Over time, trade has grown
significantly, but Colombia’s trade deficit with China has also widened markedly, from US$58.7 million
FOB in 1995 to US$16.51 billion FOB in 2025 (Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadistica
[DANE], n.d.). In 2023, Colombian exports to China were dominated by mineral products and metals,
with fossil fuels accounting for over 60% of exports. Meanwhile, imports from China were diverse,
including manufactured goods and technology products (Observatory of Economic Complexity [OEC],
2024). Chinese foreign direct investment (FDI) has increased substantially since 2020. Prior to that,
Chinese FDI accounted for just 0.4 percent of Colombia's total FDI (DeFelipe and Diaz, 2026). Between
2021 and 2023, it grew by 138 percent, from US$64.2 million to US$152 million, driven mainly by
infrastructure and clean energy projects (Quiceno, 2024). Despite this growth, from 2000 to 2024,
Colombia received only 3.32 percent of China's total FDI in Latin America, even though it is the region’s
fourth-largest economy (Dussel Peters, 2025).

Despite a modest beginning, the relationship has grown more active in sectors related to the energy
transition. Chinese companies are now prominent in infrastructure, electric mobility, solar energy, and
mining (DeFelipe and Diaz, 2026). The Bogota Metro, which will run fully on electricity, is led by China
Harbor Engineering Company. Chinese electric vehicle brands have quickly expanded in Colombia: from
2012 to 2019, only 1,941 electric cars were registered, with 15 percent being Chinese brands. Between
2020 and 2025, this number nearly increased tenfold to 18,824, with over 60 percent of these vehicles
from Chinese brands (Diaz, 2025). Additionally, Chinese firms are key suppliers of green tech and play
significant roles in developing clean energy projects (Wang, 2026). Investment in mining is smaller but
still significant, with Chinese capital involved in Colombia’s leading gold mine and a prospective
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copper-gold project that could be central to the country’s strategic minerals plan. The upcoming sections
will explore these two mining projects and their implications for gender governance in Colombia’s mining
industry in detail.

3.2. Zijin Continental Gold and Buritica

Zijin Continental Gold’s Buritica mine is the most important example of Chinese mining investment
currently operating in Colombia. Located in the municipality of Buriticd, Antioquia, it is one of the
country’s most significant mining projects and the largest underground gold mine in Colombia. The mine
has proven and probable reserves of 3.86 million troy ounces of gold, equivalent to around 120 tons, and
one of the highest gold grades in the world (Zijin Continental Gold, 2023a; Garibello, 2020). The project
was previously owned by the Canadian junior mining company Continental Gold, which sold 100 percent
of its shares to Zijin Mining Group in 2020 for approximately US$1.052 billion (Zijin Mining Group Co.,
2020).

Buritica is important because it provides an early case of Chinese corporate mining governance in
Colombia. It allows us to examine how a Chinese company operates within Colombia’s environmental
and social governance framework, how it adopts or maintains ESG practices, and how gender-related
initiatives appear in practice. It also offers lessons for future Chinese investments, especially because
Zijin is a global mining company with operations in copper, lithium, and gold across Latin America and
beyond.

Buritica holds significant economic importance for Colombia, contributing an estimated COP 3 trillion
(around US$815 million) in royalties, taxes, and exports over 14 years of operation beginning in 2020
(Chaves, 2020; Semana, 2024). Despite this, the municipality has not received benefits proportionate to
its role as a mining area. For example, although Zijin paid over US$11.49 million in royalties in 2021,
Buritica only received US$114,982. This discrepancy has led to local dissatisfaction, particularly
considering the extent of gold mining and the municipality’s limited fiscal and administrative resources.
Additionally, Buritica is classified as a category-six municipality, indicating it receives the smallest share
of federal funds (DeFelipe and Diaz, 2026).

The mine operates within a complex social context that long preceded Chinese ownership. In the years
leading up to Canadian ownership and the expansion of the concession, Buritica experienced a surge in
mining migration, including illegal activity. The municipality nearly tripled its population, causing public
services to collapse and contributing to rising crime, corruption, and a wide range of social problems
(Bonilla-Calle, 2023). At the same time, illegal armed groups, heirs to paramilitary structures that had
demobilized years earlier, reorganized around the area’s illegal mining economy. Among these, the Clan
del Golfo, Colombia’s largest armed criminal organization and drug cartel, consolidated territorial power
and came to exercise unofficial political authority, imposing community rules and co-opting policymakers
and social organizations, including actors in the mining sector. From the project’s inception, organized
crime groups had gained access to company information on the locations of gold veins, which later
enabled illegal miners to penetrate the concession’s subsoil via an extensive tunnel network and extract
and process gold using mercury, causing serious contamination of local water bodies (DeFelipe and Diaz,
2026).

Continental's initial response to illegal mining involved police action, which led to distrust among parts of
the local community. From 2016 to 2020, the Colombian government launched a major joint military and
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police operation called Control, Restructuring, Eradication, Transformation, and Authority (Control,
Reestructuracion, Erradicacion, Transformacion y Autoridad — CRETA) to eliminate illegal mining and
restore public order to facilitate the concession's development. While this operation temporarily shut
down illegal mines, it also fostered feelings of insecurity and suspicion (Lizarazo, 2023). Subsequently,
Continental shifted towards formalizing mining activities by leveraging regulatory opportunities that
allowed informal miners to be reclassified as “small-scale” or “traditional” miners (Jiménez et al., 2024).

Zijin acquired the project as Operation CRETA was coming to an end, but social discontent persisted.
Blockades continued and, in some cases, were reportedly co-opted by illegal groups posing as informal or
artisanal miners (Lizarazo, 2023). This posed a challenge to Zijin’s operating model. Chinese companies
often assume that the state maintains an institutional presence and guarantees security in the territories
where they operate. In Buritica, however, a weak state presence meant that social and environmental
governance responsibilities increasingly fell to the company itself. The company also struggled to
understand why, in conflicts involving informal mining, the state did not always prioritize dialogue with
the company and, at times, appeared to support informal miners over legal mining (Parra and Marquez,
2019; DeFelipe and Diaz, 2026).

Beyond illegal mining, Zijin also faced challenges in its relationships with local communities. Under
Continental’s ownership, community relations were marked by frequent dialogue, philanthropic social
development projects, and community participation. The transition to Zijin included a commitment to
continue company support. On paper, Zijin claims adherence to several international frameworks,
including the IFC Environmental and Social Sustainability Performance Standards, the ICMM
Sustainability Framework, the Voluntary Principles on Security and Human Rights, the OECD Due
Diligence Guidance for Responsible Mineral Supply Chains in Conflict-Affected and High-Risk Areas,
and GRI reporting, with complementary frameworks such as SASB and TCFD (DeFelipe and Diaz,
2026). In practice, however, some ESG operations were outsourced to contractors lacking direct expertise
in these areas. This shift affected project operations and reduced the scope of community engagement
programs (Hernandez Navarro, 2024). In 2021, the Buritica Plan, a territorial reorganization program
supported by the IDB to promote local productive empowerment and integration with the company, was
discontinued. This has been described as a serious tactical error in community engagement (DeFelipe and
Diaz, 2026).

Environmental issues have also raised concerns. The environmental license granted in 2016 permitted
wastewater discharge into the Cauca River, the country's second most important river, prompting concerns
among local communities (Tunjano, 2024). Since then, Zijin has submitted annual environmental
monitoring and control reports to ANLA, which has conducted verification and control visits and ordered
corrections when inconsistencies were identified (Autoridad Nacional de Licencias Ambientales [ANLA],
n.d.). Infractions cited by the agency include exceeding maximum permissible discharge limits,
reforesting with unsuitable tree species, and failing to ensure the survival of planted trees (Castilla &
Diaz, 2022).

Despite the challenging circumstances, Zijin has worked to mend its relations with local communities and
tackle illegal mining exploited by paramilitary groups. Formalizing mining operations has become a key
part of its ESG strategy to build the community's economic capacity. This effort is connected to the
Environmental Management Plan, allowing unlicensed miners to legalize their work and benefit from the
company’s formalization initiatives. The process also involves direct employment, mainly from the local
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community, with a focus on female heads of households and victims of armed conflict (DeFelipe and
Diaz, 2026).

The most notable gender-related initiative is the formalization of women mineral sorters. In Buritica's
western region, women who manually select minerals are known as seleccionadoras de mineral. Many of
these women work in extremely challenging conditions. Often single mothers or older women, they
perform work that requires significant physical effort and carries risks. Legal mining companies typically
do not permit this form of subsistence mining. However, in Buritic4, Zijin Continental has established
contracts for mineral sorting, formalizing the activity by entering into agreements with five
women-owned companies (Zijin, 2023b). An employee involved in the formalization project explained
that women participating in the program receive social security benefits, including health and pension
contributions, and support to manage the impact on their families, such as dialogue with spouses
(DeFelipe and Diaz, 2026). This initiative is important because it recognizes an existing female
livelihood, legalizes it, and improves working conditions. Although the process started under Continental
Gold, Chinese ownership has sustained and accelerated these efforts.

Other gender-related programs have focused on entrepreneurship and local economic autonomy. The
“Women Empowered Entrepreneurs” program targets women in communities around the Buriticd mine
and seeks to strengthen their entreprencurial capacity and economic independence, including as part of
preparing the population for eventual mine closure. Zijin’s 2024 Sustainability Report also notes 12
strengthened community-based productive organizations, the integration of a gender perspective into
business practices, and a sustainable purchasing and inclusive supply chain program that has generated
employment with a focus on women'’s inclusion (Zijin, 2024).

The Buritica case therefore illustrates both the possibilities and limits of gender governance under
Chinese mining ownership in Colombia. On the one hand, it offers concrete examples of women’s
livelihood formalization, entrepreneurship support, local hiring, and gender-sensitive community
programming. On the other hand, these initiatives are embedded in territory marked by illegal mining,
armed group influence, weak municipal capacity, environmental concerns, and a fragile relationship
among the company, state, and community. BuriticA shows that Chinese ownership may maintain and
extend inherited ESG or gender initiatives, but company-level programs cannot, by themselves, overcome
the structural governance problems that shape mining territories.

3.3. JCHX and El Alacran

El Alacran represents a different phase of Chinese mining investment in Colombia. Unlike Buritic4, it is
not yet operating. It is a copper-gold-silver project in Puerto Libertador, southern Cérdoba, and part of the
broader San Matias project. Some sources describe it as potentially the largest copper mine in Colombia.
It is currently undergoing the environmental licensing process for 15 years of gold and copper
exploitation, with a projected investment of around US$700 million and estimated daily production of
17,000 to 20,000 tons (La Republica, 2026; Gamboa, 2026).

The project is particularly relevant because copper is more directly connected to Colombia’s strategic
minerals agenda. In this sense, El Alacran is a test case for whether Colombia can develop new extractive
projects under a more socially, environmentally, and gender-sensitive governance framework. It is also a
test case for how a Chinese mining company will operate in a territory with long histories of conflict,
artisanal mining, and local claims over land and livelihoods.
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JCHX gradually entered the project. In 2023, Jin Cheng Xin Mining Management Co. (JCHX) purchased
a 50% stake in CMH Colombia S.A.S. for US$100 million. CMH Colombia is a subsidiary of Canadian
Cordoba Minerals Corp., which owns 100% of the Alacran copper project. To speed up development in
2025, a consortium led by JCHX bought the remaining 50% of CMH Colombia from Coérdoba Minerals.
This transaction gave JCHX a 55% stake in CMH and made it the sole owner of the El Alacran project
(JCHX, n.d.).

The licensing and conflict context remains delicate. After submitting its environmental license application
in March 2025, the project has been undergoing environmental assessment sessions with ANLA since
January 2026. Community grievances persist over unresolved issues, including relocating around 1,200
affected residents and environmental concerns related to water and forest management. The project is
situated in a region with a long history of conflict and various types of mining, including artisanal and
informal activities involving Indigenous, Afro-Colombian, and peasant groups - a key issue in Colombia’s
mining sector that has caused tension between promoting large-scale mining and the traditional artisanal
practices of local communities that has lasted for decades, if not centuries (Gamboa, 2026).

Compounding these complexities, the area’s long tradition of artisanal mining is formally recognized
under Colombian law. In 2015, Colombia’s Constitutional Court ordered the Ministry of Mines and
Energy, the National Environmental Licensing Authority (ANLA), and the National Mining Agency to
evaluate and recognize the traditional character of the mining community in the El Alacran territory
(Corte Constitucional de Colombia, 2015). More recently, the Ministry of Mines and Energy issued
Resolution 40141 of 2025, which explicitly defines and protects small-scale mining and establishes a
structured framework for its formalization and legalization (Ministerio de Minas y Energia, 2025b).
Consequently, local artisanal miners—including women, who form a distinct part of this labor
ecosystem—are legally entitled to expanded protections, giving them greater leverage in negotiating
corporate-community relations with JCHX.

JCHX’s sustainability framework for El Alacran is still developing. Unlike Buritica, where at least some
women-focused initiatives are identifiable, El Alacran remains a case where gender is not yet visible in
the public record. The company operates across mining services, mine engineering, construction, and
operations management, with projects in Colombia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Zambia, Serbia,
and China. It has been listed on the Shanghai Stock Exchange since 2015. JCHX produced its first
sustainability report in 2024 for the 2023 reporting year and has since published a second report covering
2024 and 2025. These reports claim to follow the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standards, the
Shanghai Stock Exchange’s sustainability reporting guidelines, and the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals mapping, but they provide little information on its operations in Colombia (JCHX,
2026).

El Alacran's significance lies less in showcasing established gender practices than in highlighting a crucial
governance opportunity. Although the project has not started operations, key issues such as relocation,
environmental management, artisanal mining formalization, community involvement, and job
opportunities are already emerging. These areas are where gender-sensitive planning is most vital.
Without early attention to women’s livelihoods, care duties, participation, compensation, and access to
formalization, gender inequalities risk becoming entrenched in the project’s social and environmental
structures.
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4. Gaps, Risks, and Opportunities

The intersection of gender, Chinese investment, and mining governance is still only partially visible in
Colombia. There is a growing body of evidence on gender in Colombia’s mining and energy territories,
especially around coal, mine closure, labor markets, and community participation. There is also a growing
literature on Chinese investment in Colombia’s infrastructure, energy, and mining sectors. What remains
limited is the evidence that brings these strands together. Gendered impacts are not absent, but systematic
documentation of how they are shaped when Chinese companies become owners, operators, financiers, or
contractors in mining and energy-transition-related projects is lacking.

A major challenge has been the gap between policy discourse and actual project implementation.
Colombia has advanced in acknowledging gender equality in the mining-energy sector through
sector-specific guidelines, voluntary corporate actions, and the discourse around a just energy transition
under former president Gustavo Petro. Nonetheless, this recognition did not become an obligatory
operational standard in areas like environmental licensing, community consultations, resettlement,
formalization efforts, local procurement, closure plans, or benefit-sharing arrangements. These tools are
crucial because they define mining regions. Without making gender a mandatory requirement rather than
just a principle, women’s participation and livelihoods might remain contingent on company choices or
civil society influence, rather than on enforceable governance systems.

Looking ahead under the administration of Abelardo De La Espriella, the integration of gender equity into
mining governance faces a shift toward deregulation and market-driven development. De La Espriella’s
conservative, pro-business agenda prioritizes investor security, accelerated environmental licensing, and a
rollback of Petro-era social mandates—a framework that risks further marginalizing voluntary gender
guidelines in favor of rapid capital extraction. In this regulatory climate, enforced gender mainstreaming
in mining consultations and local procurement is unlikely to become a state priority; instead,
gender-inclusive practices will depend almost entirely on individual corporate standards, local civil
society advocacy, or the transnational standards required by foreign operators.

Chinese investment adds complexity to the situation. The Buritica case indicates that Chinese ownership
does not automatically negate existing ESG or gender-related practices. Zijin preserved and even
expanded some initiatives from Continental Gold, such as formalizing women mineral sorters and
programs promoting women’s entrepreneurship and local economic autonomy. This highlights that
Chinese companies cannot be broadly labeled as indifferent or weak on gender issues. However, Buritica
also reveals the limitations of company-led programs in areas affected by illegal mining, armed groups,
weak local governments, environmental issues, and fragile trust among the company, authorities, and
community.

El Alacran poses a unique risk and opportunity. Unlike Buritica, it is not yet operational, allowing
gender-sensitive governance to be integrated before crucial arrangements are finalized. Key issues such as
relocation, environmental management, formalization of artisanal mining, local employment,
procurement, and community participation are already emerging. These are not just social concerns; they
will influence who benefits from the project, who bears its costs, and whose livelihoods are
acknowledged. Without early mapping of women’s roles in artisanal mining, informal services, care work,
local organizations, and community leadership, the project risks reinforcing existing exclusions before
they become evident in formal metrics.
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The main risk, then, is not only that future projects will exclude women from mining jobs. It is that
strategic mineral development may reproduce older extractive patterns under a new energy-transition
vocabulary. Colombia’s just transition framework under the Petro government created an opening to do
things differently, but that opening is not automatic. The language of justice, participation, and
sustainability can coexist with gender-blind project design if institutions do not require concrete
implementation mechanisms. Future Chinese mining and renewable energy projects could deepen existing
inequalities if they enter territories through the usual channels: negotiations with male leaders,
household-level compensation, employment programs focused on formal workers, and social investment
projects disconnected from women’s actual economic roles.

The opportunity is that Colombia is still early in the development of Chinese mining investment.
Compared with Peru, where Chinese companies already operate several major mines and governance
patterns are more established, Colombia still has room to build expectations before new projects mature.
Gender can be addressed not only through corporate diversity policies but also through territorial
planning, formalization, local procurement, environmental monitoring, and community development. The
challenge is to connect existing knowledge on gendered mining territories with concrete requirements for
companies, state institutions, and local actors. Without that connection, gender will remain visible in
policy language but weak in the actual governance of mining and energy-transition projects.

5. Recommendations

The Colombian case points to a practical agenda for integrating gender earlier and more concretely into
the governance of Chinese mining investment. The goal is not to create a separate gender track
disconnected from mining policy, but to make gender part of the instruments that already govern mining
territories: licensing, consultation, formalization, local procurement, closure planning, and community
development.

First, navigating a more market-driven policy environment under the De La Espriella administration. If
regulatory enforcement by the state becomes more relaxed or licensing procedures become faster,
promoting gender-inclusive governance can be achieved by embedding gender criteria into investment
agreements, corporate social responsibility initiatives, and investor ESG benchmarks. In this setting, civil
society groups and local authorities may refer to international standards to exert pressure to investors and
maintain social and gender-sensitive safeguards.

Second, Colombian public institutions should incorporate gender-sensitive requirements into the
governance of mining and the energy transition. Environmental impact assessments and environmental
management plans should identify gender-differentiated impacts on employment, livelihoods, water use,
health, care responsibilities, mobility, and community participation. These assessments should not only
count women participants in meetings but also evaluate whether women’s concerns are reflected in
mitigation measures, monitoring indicators, budgets, and follow-up mechanisms.

Third, consultation and participation processes should be designed around women'’s actual conditions of
participation. Meetings should be scheduled at accessible times and locations, with information provided
in clear language and, where relevant, local languages. Separate preparatory spaces for women may be
necessary before formal assemblies, especially in communities where male leaders dominate public
deliberation. Authorities and companies should track not only how many women attend meetings, but
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who speaks, whose proposals are incorporated, and whether women participate in monitoring and
implementation committees.

Fourth, formalization policies need to acknowledge women’s involvement in artisanal, informal, and
indirect mining sectors. Cases like coal closures and Buritica highlight that many women’s livelihoods are
overlooked in official employment figures. In projects such as El Alacrdn, where artisanal mining is
deeply rooted in local territories, formalization efforts should target not only male miners or title holders
but also women engaged in mineral sorting, food services, small businesses, transport, caregiving, and
other local economic activities linked to mining. These policies should promote access to social security,
training programs, safety standards, credit, and collective business support.

Fifth, Chinese companies should develop site-specific gender strategies that extend beyond workforce
diversity. These strategies should cover direct employment, subcontracting, local procurement,
community relations, resettlement, grievance mechanisms, and closure planning. Companies should
publish gender-disaggregated data not only for direct workers but also for contractors, training programs,
local suppliers, and community beneficiaries. When companies inherit prior ESG commitments through
acquisitions, as in Buritica, they should maintain and strengthen them rather than narrow community
engagement after ownership transitions.

Sixth, companies should link women’s economic empowerment programs to real project value chains.
Training, entrepreneurship, and productive projects are useful only when they connect to actual
procurement opportunities, service contracts, or markets. Camp management, food services, laundry,
cleaning, environmental monitoring, restoration, and other local logistics can create opportunities for
women-led businesses if companies design procurement systems intentionally. Otherwise, women’s
programs risk remaining philanthropic and disconnected from the local economy, which is often
dominated by the mining project.

Seventh, lenders, industry associations, and international partners should make gender part of ESG due
diligence for Chinese mining and energy-transition projects. Gender action plans should include baseline
diagnostics, measurable indicators, assigned responsibilities, budgets, timelines, and community
verification mechanisms. International partners can also support independent gender audits, technical
training on environmental licensing, and peer learning among communities affected by mining, coal
closure, and renewable energy projects.

Finally, research institutions and civil society should continue to build evidence on the gendered impacts
of mining and the energy transition in Colombia. More longitudinal and mixed-methods research is
needed on women in indirect economies, informal mining, mine closure, relocation, subcontracted work,
and local leadership. This is especially urgent in territories where new strategic mineral projects are being
developed. The aim should be to generate evidence before projects are fully operating, so that
gender-sensitive governance can shape decisions rather than merely document harms after they occur.

6. Conclusion

Colombia offers a significant case for understanding gender issues and Chinese investment in mining.
Chinese firms are entering a sector long shaped by fossil fuel extractions, informal mining, armed
conflict, and limited state presence. While their role is smaller than in Peru or Argentina, projects like
Buritica and El Alacran highlight that Chinese investments are increasingly relevant to Colombia’s
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mining and energy transition plans. Buriticd demonstrates that Chinese ownership can uphold and even
expand gender-related ESG practices, yet company initiatives are still hindered by broader governance
issues. El Alacran emphasizes the importance of addressing gender before project agreements become
fixed. Colombia has the opportunity to act proactively—integrating gender considerations into licensing,
consultation, formalization, local procurement, and community development from the start could help
prevent repeating past inequalities. Failure to do so risks undermining the goals of a just energy transition
with familiar patterns of exclusion.
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