Chile: economic reality holds back
reforms
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The Bachelet government is facing popular discontent on both the left and the right as well as a deteriorated
economic environment, prompting it to moderate its reform ambitions.

Strengths ﴾+﴿ and weaknesses ﴾‐﴿
﴾+﴿ Strong institutions
Chile has strong institutions, especially ‐ but not only ‐ by Latin American standards. The quality of governance
is high and corruption is low.

﴾+﴿ Good fiscal position
The government has committed itself to a structural fiscal surplus rule since 2001. Fiscal prudence has led to
small public deficits and has kept public sector debt low, at 36% of GDP in 2014.

﴾‐﴿ Dependence on commodity ﴾copper﴿ exports
Chile is the world’s largest copper producer and the metal accounted for 47% of total exports in 2014.

﴾‐﴿ Relatively high level of inequality
Although inequality has fallen in the past two decades, it remains relatively high. In recent years, social
demands have been on the rise, particularly in the field of education.

Key developments
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1. Reforms are held back by Bachelet’s low popular approval rates
and economic reality…
The central‐left coalition of President Bachelet, which took office in March 2014, had ambitious plans to
address Chile’ high level of inequality and raise its long‐term growth rate, but economic headwinds and low
popular support have forced the government to moderate its ambitions. This is proof of Chile’s relative
consensual political climate, but on the other hand reduces the government’s chances to improve the
country’s fundamentals.
Headwinds to the reform agenda originate first of all from low economic growth which has increased pressure
on government expenditures and lowered revenues. Secondly, business confidence and as a result private
investment has suffered largely over the past year and part of this seems to be caused by discontent about or
at least uncertainty over the reform agenda. Finally, Bachelet faces very low ﴾<30%﴿ approval rates, reflecting
disappointment on the left and disapproval on the right. These factors have prompted President Bachelet to
announce that reforms will need to be prioritized. It is expected that focus will be on further education reforms
and labour reform. The President also changed her cabinet in May. In particular the appointment of a new
minister of Finance – considered to be committed to fiscal sustainability – was well received by the right and
the business community. In August, the government yielded to another matter of concern to the business
community by announcing it will address the complexity of the tax bill it approved only last year, by
simplifying the corporate tax regime.

2. … and while the economy seems to have passed its 2014
trough, the recovery remains modest and risks are tilted to the
downside
After GDP growth fell sharply to 1.9 % in 2014, mainly due to a sharp fall in private investment, growth has
picked up modestly in 2015 on the back of expansionary fiscal and monetary policy. The setback to growth in
2014 reflected the large decline in prices for Chile’s number 1 export product, copper, as well as adjustment
costs and uncertainty about the government’s structural reform plans. In 2015, the government employed
available fiscal space to support growth, inter alia through high infrastructure expenditures, while the central
bank kept an accommodative stance. Lower oil prices offset some of the negative effects of lower copper
prices by sustaining private consumption and the weaker peso supported non‐mining exports. While inflation
had risen sharply in 2014 as a result of the depreciation of the peso, in 2015 it has moderated to around 4 %
﴾at the upper limit of the inflation target range of 2‐4%﴿ and is expected to decline further in 2016, providing
the monetary authorities with space for continued loose policy in support of the economy. Current projections
for 2015 growth stand at 2.6% for 2015 and 3.4% for 2016.
Main risks to the outlook are a further decline in copper prices ﴾especially when the slowdown in China
intensifies﴿ and persisting weakness in private sector confidence and investment over the government’s reform
plans. More volatile global market conditions would especially hurt the highly leveraged and foreign exchange
dependent corporate sector. In the longer term, growth could be negatively influenced by the feed‐through of
the recent large decline in copper prices ﴾about 50% down from their 2011 peak as of end July 2015﴿. On the
other hand, the government’s structural reforms could have a positive impact on longer term growth,
especially by bridging development gaps in education and ﴾energy﴿ infrastructure. Labour market reform, by
strengthening the position of unions and collective bargaining, could decrease income inequality but might
also increase labour market rigidities. At this point in time, it is not yet clear how far‐reaching especially labour
reforms will be and their impact on potential growth therefore remains to be seen.
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Figure 1: Growth picks up modestly…

Figure 2: …while the current account adjusts

Source: Central Bank of Chile
Source: EIU

3. Chile’s external position is reassuring
The current account has continued to improve, and latest Central Bank data show surpluses in Q1 and Q2,
decreasing risks of disorderly adjustments. The current account remains mostly financed by relatively stable
FDI inflows. Reserves are at an adequate level of 6 months import cover. A matter of some concern is the rapid
growth in external debt in the last few years, up to a level of 57 % of GDP in 2014, with most of the increase
concentrated in the nonfinancial corporate sector. But the associated risks are mitigated by the fact that net
foreign currency exposure seems to be small, based on data for the 20 largest Chilean corporations ﴾IMF﴿, and
a substantial part is ﴾less volatile﴿ FDI‐related.
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Factsheet of Chile

Source: EIU, Central Bank of Chile, CIA World Factbook, UN, World Economic Forum, Transparency International, Reporters
Without Borders, World Bank.

Background information
With a per capita income of USD 14,139 ﴾or USD 22,564 at PPP﴿ in 2014, almost twice its level a decade earlier,
Chile is one of Latin America’s richest countries. By regional standards, Chile has strong institutions, sound
macroeconomic policies and a good business environment. Actually, Chile scores better than the OECD
average on both the Ease of Doing Business and the WEF Global Competitiveness Index. Since the end of 1999,
a full‐fledged inflation targeting regime has been in place and the country is fiscally prudent. Chile’s economy
is very open and diversified. Chile’s financial system is large and strongly interrelated with both the domestic
real economy and global markets, rendering Chile vulnerable to developments in international financial
markets. Chile has concluded free trade agreements with many other countries. Furthermore, Chilean
companies have strongly increased their investments in neighbouring countries in recent years.
In the late 1960s and 1970s, political polarization culminated in the 1973 coup d'état by the military that
overthrew the Allende government. A military dictatorship led by general Pinochet ruled Chile until 1990. The
political landscape has been dominated by centre‐left governments ever since, bar the 2010‐2014 period,
when a centre‐right coalition ruled. Since 1990, Chile has managed to reduce its traditionally high inequality,
but the level remains high. In recent years, opposition to the economic and political elite has grown and
support for the two voting blocks that have ruled Chile since 1990 has weakened. The large‐scale 2011 student
protest were a reflection of this trend. Nevertheless, politics has remained relatively consensual by Latin
American standards.
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Economic indicators of Chile

Source: EIU, IMF
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