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Colombia has potentially much to woo 
exporters. It’s the fourth largest 
economy in Latin America and offers a 
far more business-friendly environment 
than some of its neighbours. However, 

it suffers from a significant perception deficit, 
linked to a civil conflict that has run for more 
than 40 years and a sense that risks to personal 
security are high.

It’s a view that Irish exporters, particularly 
those in the IT sector, may want to either 
consider or perhaps challenge as analysis 
by Enterprise Ireland has ranked Columbia, 
alongside Mexico and Brazil, priorities for Irish 
companies targeting the region.

Melissa Feddis is a market adviser for high-
growth Latin American markets with Enterprise 
Ireland. She explains how the recent review 
has brought a fresh perspective to where the 
opportunities lie in Latin America for Irish 
companies. “In Colombia, we identified areas 
such as fintech, telecoms, travel and niche 
engineering opportunities in areas such as oil 
and gas and agriculture, all of which are of 
interest to Irish companies.”

To those who have cut their Latin American 
teeth in Brazil, Feddis explains that Colombia 
represents quite a different proposition. “In 
terms of doing business, it ranks much higher 
than Brazil. It’s less bureaucratic, and its 
business and legislative environment are 
modernising fast.”

On the thorny issue of risk and personal 

safety, she points to significant advances in the 
country’s peace process, which is expected to 
conclude in 2016, making Colombia a far safer 
and more stable place to do business than 
even five years ago. The country’s success at 
creating a more secure environment is perhaps 
best evidenced in increasing levels of FDI. 
The EU Free Trade Agreement with Colombia 
and Peru, ratified by the Dáil in early 2015, has 
further strengthened the sense that doors and 
opportunities are opening. 

Telco opportunity 
In late 2015, Enterprise Ireland commissioned 
Fernanda Arcardini of consultancy firm 
Access Latin America to take a deep dive into 
the particular opportunity it has identified in 
Colombia’s telecoms sector. Last November, 
Arcardini visited Dublin to share those findings 
with Irish software companies. 

The overall opportunity that Latin America 
represents is certainly exceptional, with a 
population approaching 600 million and a 
middle class that has grown by 50 per cent 
over past decade alone. With an average mobile 
penetration rate of 52 per cent, compared to the 
EU’s 78 per cent, there is huge capacity to grow 
further. 

One of the interesting aspects of the market 
is its relative homogeneity. Two major carriers, 
America Movil and Telefonica, dominate the 
region, creating a particular opportunity for 
suppliers who have already established working 

America Movil 
and Telefonica 
dominate the 
region, creating 
an opportunity 
for suppliers 
already working 
with these 
telcos.

It may not be the most obvious choice, but one Latin 
American country’s telecoms sector could be a promising 
new opportunity for Irish service providers. Donal Nugent 
reports.
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relationships with these telco giants. “Telefonica, 
for example, is in 13 countries in Latin America 
and has 200 million connections, so once you 
get into business with the company in one 
market you potentially have access to all these 
markets,” Arcardini says. “Of course, you still 
need to navigate internal procedures, but if 
you, as an Irish company, have business with a 
carrier in one country, it’s much easier to move 
to another.” 

As to why now is an opportune time to focus 
on Colombia, Arcardini points to the country’s 
more than 56 million telecom connections, 
achieved with just 48 per cent penetration. 
Smartphones represent just a quarter of the 
market to date, while 4G licences have only 
recently been awarded, and the appetite for 
value-added services is growing among a young 
and increasingly affluent user base. The sense 
of urgency among carriers to capitalise on new 
opportunities is intensified by a diminishing 
bottom line: “prices are going down because 
of deregulation and competition, and carriers 
recognise they need to differentiate on a basis 
other than price.”

Traction
For Irish companies who sense an opportunity, 
the good news is that “you don’t need to be 
there from moment zero in order to secure a 
deal”, Arcardini adds. “Companies can get initial 
traction in the marketplace through frequent 
visits. However, once a deal is agreed, clients will 
expect their vendors to have a local presence, 
whether that is done through a local partner, a 
representative or having a foot on the ground.”

Securing those local partnerships is 
not particularly difficult, but it is important 
to thoroughly prequalify any prospective 
relationship. “You have to be sure they have the 
right contacts and the technical capability to 
deliver.”

English is also acceptable at the initial stages 
of business, as all C-level contacts will be 
fluent. However, once agreement moves toward 
implementation, Spanish is essential. The issue 
of making first contact at C-level is, it should 
be noted, an extremely important one and 
merits careful consideration. “Latin American 
companies are very stratified, much more so 
than in Europe,” Arcardini explains. “If you enter 
discussions at mid level you are likely to get 

caught up in meetings that will never get you to 
the decision-maker.”

No matter how well things appear to be 
going, or even if they are not, it is also important 
to be realistic about how long the deal making 
process is likely to be: “You can’t go in today 
expecting results tomorrow. It’s going to 
be a minimum of 18 months to two years.” 
The heavy depreciation of Latin American 
currencies against the euro and dollar is a 
further challenge, and Arcardini recommends 
companies be highly cost conscious as a result.

Cultural nuances 
In terms of cultural differences, it is important 
to recognise that friendliness and hospitality, 
although certainly signs of interest, should 
not be mistaken for deal making. “To say ‘no’ 
is bad manners in Colombia, even if you are 
not interested in what’s on offer, so, for an 
Irish company, it really helps to have someone 
with you who understands the culture and its 
nuances.” This further reinforces the importance 
of focusing discussions on the decision-maker. 
“You won’t get a straight answer in the first 
meeting, but after the second or third, you 
should get a sense from a person at this level if 
things are progressing or not.”

Interpersonal contacts remain important 
throughout the business cycle, and Arcardini 
says Irish companies already active in the 
market will vouch for how important it is “not 
to lose contact with a client once an agreement 
is in place. Because it’s such a stratified 
environment, the head of the company will want 
to talk to the head of your company. They will 
get that level of access from your competitors, 
so you’d better give it too.”

Those who have already explored the Latin 
American marketplace will know that all that 
glitters isn’t gold: it can be a tough region 
and it certainly doesn’t suit everyone. What 
Colombia offers, Enterprise Ireland believes, is 
a variety of clients open to doing business and a 
secure marketplace at a point of evolution that 
particularly suits the Irish offer.

“It’s a very competitive sector, and you will 
be up against global competition. However, 
Irish companies can bring innovation, cost 
effectiveness and flexibility to the table, and 
that is often something the big companies can’t 
match,” Arcardini says. 
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From World Bank 
2015 Ease of Doing 
Business Ranking

Key Central and South 
American Economies 

Mexico 38 

Chile 48 

Peru 50 

Colombia 54 

Brazil 116 

Argentina 121

Source: The World Bank’s 
2015 Ease of Doing Business 
From ranking of 189 
countries, where Singapore 
scored 1, Ireland 17 and 
Eritrea 189. See www.
doingbusiness.org/rankings


