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Resumen: 

Una cantidad considerable de literatura se ha publicado sobre los efectos de la liberalización 

comercial en el comercio internacional y el crecimiento económico, entre otros temas. La 

mayoría de estos estudios revelan una influencia positiva de la apertura comercial en el 

crecimiento económico. Lim y Breuer (2019) señalan que este proceso ha promovido la 

integración económica y ha sido especialmente evidente en los países en desarrollo, donde las 

políticas de liberalización comercial han incrementado su crecimiento económico. Esto indica 

que la determinación de Colombia de desarrollar un proceso de apertura comercial como 

política que promueva su crecimiento económico, con base en la promoción de su comercio 

internacional, tiene una sólida justificación científica y además que la nación es parte de las 

tendencias de integración económica internacional. 

La literatura existente sobre liberalización comercial es extensa y se enfoca particularmente en 

el efecto los efectos de los acuerdos comerciales preferenciales (ACP) y, más específicamente, 

el factor del tratado de libre comercio (TLC) como variable capaz de dinamizar los flujos 

comerciales. En este sentido, es importante tener en cuenta los diferentes niveles de integración 

económica que han sido definidos por diversos autores (Wu, 2006) y precisar en este estudio el 

impacto individual que provocan los TLC en la promoción del comercio internacional en 

Colombia, ya que la firma de este tipo de acuerdos comerciales ha sido considerada una 

estrategia clave para impulsar las exportaciones e importaciones de bienes del país. Al respecto, 

algunos de los autores más destacados en el campo de la economía internacional han 

encontrado un efecto potenciador de la variable TLC sobre el aumento de los flujos comerciales 

internacionales (Anderson y van Wincoop, 2003; Anderson y Yotov, 2011; Baier et al., 2019; 

Egger et al., 2011) y también un efecto positivo en el crecimiento económico (Manwa & 

Wijeweera, 2016). Ante esto, se han firmado más de 350 acuerdos comerciales bilaterales desde 

1986 (Baier et al., 2019), corroborando los beneficios de la apertura comercial. En particular, 

Lim y Breuer (2019) señalan que los beneficios de reducir las barreras arancelarias son 

especialmente notables en los países en desarrollo, ya que su crecimiento económico ha 

mejorado. Por lo tanto, llevar a cabo una política de apertura comercial enfocada en la firma de 

acuerdos comerciales para mejorar el crecimiento económico, como es el caso de Colombia, 

también está en línea con los extensos hallazgos de la investigación empírica. 

Colombia, país sudamericano que forma parte de uno de los tratados comerciales regionales 

más antiguos del continente, como es la Comunidad Andina desde 1969 (Comunidad Andina, 

2020), ha mostrado un interés continuo en la integración comercial con los mercados externos 
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como estrategia para promover su desarrollo económico. Prueba de ello es su temprana 

adhesión en 1981 al Acuerdo General sobre Aranceles Aduaneros y Comercio (GATT, luego OMC) 

(Organización Mundial del Comercio, 2019). No obstante, la apertura comercial colombiana se 

intensificó a partir de la década de 1990 a través de la implementación de la llamada política de 

Apertura Comercial. Dicha política buscó una economía mucho más productiva y eficiente y 

siguió un camino de liberalización comercial promovido por el “Consenso de Washington”. El 

principal objetivo de los hacedores de política colombianos fue estimular el crecimiento 

económico del país a través del incremento de sus flujos comerciales, estrategia económica 

defendida por destacados autores (Manwa y Wijeweera, 2016). En consecuencia, el aumento 

de las exportaciones ayudaría a equilibrar el déficit estructural de su balanza comercial. Como 

resultado, en las últimas décadas, el gobierno colombiano ha firmado un número significativo 

de acuerdos comerciales de diversos alcances como el mecanismo elegido para incrementar los 

valores de los flujos comerciales con sus socios, entre los que se destacan prominentes TLCs. A 

pesar de ello, y en línea con los hallazgos de Irwin (2019), en el debate nacional no existe 

consenso sobre el efecto positivo que ha tenido la apertura comercial en la balanza comercial 

ya que las cifras muestran lo contrario, cuestionando su efectividad. 

Entre estos tratados se destacan el tratado de libre comercio bilateral con los Estados Unidos de 

América (USA) y el tratado multilateral de libre comercio con la Unión Europea (UE), ya que 

juntos representan más de la mitad del comercio internacional de Colombia (MinCIT, 2018a). 

Adicionalmente, las exportaciones colombianas a estos destinos están compuestas en su 

mayoría por productos minero-energéticos y las importaciones colombianas están compuestas 

casi en su totalidad por bienes no minero-energéticos y, al mismo tiempo, su balanza comercial 

con ambos mercados presenta un importante déficit. Adicionalmente, es importante señalar 

que Colombia es uno de los países con las tasas de crecimiento económico más altas de la región, 

pero también es un país con condiciones económicas, sociales y políticas complejas. Asimismo, 

el país es altamente dependiente de la industria de los combustibles y los esfuerzos del gobierno 

para reducir la alta dependencia de esta industria no han tenido los resultados esperados. Según 

Abreo et al. (2022a), la industria de los combustibles aporta el 63,3% del total de las 

exportaciones nacionales, y más precisamente, las exportaciones de petróleo y sus derivados 

corresponden al 59,1% de las exportaciones de combustibles a precios constantes. Al respecto, 

Karabulut et al. (2020) afirman que las guerras comerciales recientes han aumentado la 

volatilidad de los precios de las materias primas, lo que afecta el crecimiento económico de los 

países altamente dependientes de la producción de petróleo, y además, la volatilidad de los 

precios perjudica la integración económica de estos países en los mercados externos (Zeynalov, 



  5 

 

2017). Sin embargo, el tema más crítico con respecto al patrón comercial colombiano es el hecho 

de que las reservas de petróleo son limitadas. Según Presidencia de la República (2020), las 

reservas de petróleo del país se agotarían en 6,3 años. Es innegable que este escenario plantea 

la urgente necesidad de diversificar el patrón comercial del país, no solo como medida para 

reducir los riesgos económicos de volatilidad de precios (Haddad et al, 2013) sino también como 

medida para reponer las principales fuentes de divisas del país, que en su mayoría provienen de 

una industria que, según el citado informe, probablemente dejará de ser la principal industria 

nacional en términos de exportaciones. Por el contrario, y en línea con el modelo clásico de 

ventajas comparativas, las importaciones colombianas muestran un patrón completamente 

diferente al de las exportaciones, que se componen casi en su totalidad de bienes no 

combustibles y muestran una tendencia ascendente constante (World Integrated Trade 

Solution, 2020). 

Es tambien importante ahondar en el hecho de que Colombia es una economía con condiciones 

muy complejas en cuanto a la calidad institucional, que sin duda influyen en el entorno 

empresarial. Ante esto, Franz (2019) afirma que Colombia es un claro ejemplo de un país con 

deficiencias en buena gobernanza reflejadas en su calidad institucional y por ende en su 

desarrollo económico. En este sentido, la nación se ha visto ampliamente afectada por un largo 

conflicto armado interno que ha debilitado la consolidación de sus instituciones, y por ende, el 

adecuado desarrollo de las actividades económicas. Datos del Banco Mundial (2020) indican que 

el nivel de calidad institucional colombiana es inferior al promedio mundial y significativamente 

inferior al que muestran los países que pertenecen a la OCDE, organización de la que Colombia 

es miembro desde 2020. Por lo tanto , la baja calidad institucional del país y la tendencia a la 

baja de las exportaciones nacionales en los últimos años confirman lo establecido por diversos 

autores: mejores/peores instituciones promueven/dificultan los flujos de comercio 

internacional. 

Por lo tanto, bajo el contexto anteriormente descrito, el objetivo principal de este trabajo es 

determinar empíricamente en qué medida el proceso de apertura comercial colombiano, 

centrado en la firma de TLCs, ha ayudado a impulsar su comercio internacional, y 

particularmente, en qué medida esta estrategia ha ayudado a equilibrar el déficit comercial 

colombiano. Adicionalmente, se han perseguido objetivos adicionales, como evaluar en qué 

medida la apertura comercial ha afectado el comercio internacional colombiano (flujos de 

exportación e importación) por tipo de bienes (combustibles y no combustibles), así como 

evaluar el impacto de la calidad institucional colombiana para promover sus exportaciones y 

examinar si el efecto del TLC entre Colombia y los países de la UE, como uno de los acuerdos 
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comerciales más representativos para el país, ha sido una estrategia exitosa para mejorar su 

comercio, entre otros objetivos abordados a lo largo de la tesis.  

Los resultados relacionadas con el primer trabajo generado a partir de la investigación 

consignados en el artículo denominado “Un análisis empírico del proceso de apertura comercial 

en Colombia y su efecto en el balance de su déficit comercial estructural” confirman que el 

proceso de apertura comercial colombiano iniciado en 1991 e intensificado a partir de 2005, a 

través de la firma de un número considerable de TLCs, tuvo efectos negativos que afectaron el 

desempeño de la balanza comercial colombiana, y por ende, profundizado el déficit comercial 

del país. Esto se explica debido a que los modelos de gravedad propuestos en este estudio 

muestran un efecto adverso de los TLCs sobre las exportaciones colombianas y, por el contrario, 

un efecto positivo sobre sus importaciones, lo que explica la expansión del déficit en la balanza 

comercial del país. Sin embargo, es fundamental señalar que el análisis de los flujos comerciales 

colombianos por tipo de producto revela algunas condiciones importantes. Por un lado, las 

exportaciones colombianas de combustibles se ven afectadas negativamente por la 

liberalización comercial, a diferencia de las exportaciones colombianas de no combustibles, que 

sí se promueven. El resultado del parámetro de la variable TLC en cada modelo (negativo y 

superior en exportaciones de combustibles y positivo e inferior en exportaciones de no 

combustibles) en un patrón comercial donde la mayoría de las exportaciones son de bienes 

minero-energéticos, permite explicar el impacto global negativo de esta variable en los flujos de 

exportación colombianos. Por otro lado, el efecto de la apertura comercial revela un impacto 

positivo en las importaciones colombianas independientemente de grupo de producto 

analizado. Los resultados de la variable TLC en las estimaciones propuestas contradicen 

parcialmente lo planteado por autores relevantes, quienes definen un impacto 

predominantemente positivo en la promoción del comercio internacional a través de la entrada 

en vigor de acuerdos comerciales entre países (Anderson & Yotov, 2016; Baier & Bergstrand, 

2009; Egger et al., 2011; Fally, 2015; Santos Silva & Tenreyro, 2006). Además, los hallazgos 

sugieren que la variable OMC es capaz de incrementar las exportaciones e importaciones 

colombianas de bienes no minero-energéticos (aunque el valor del parámetro OMC es mucho 

mayor en el segundo flujo que en el primero), lo que cuestiona la efectividad de la variable TLC 

para promover el comercio internacional colombiano. Este hallazgo puede ser especialmente 

relevante considerando la necesidad del país de reemplazar rápidamente sus exportaciones de 

combustibles con otro tipo de bienes. Por otro lado, los hallazgos relacionados con el análisis 

TPI muestran una reducción del potencial comercial de Colombia con la mayoría de sus 

principales socios, lo que aboga por que el país profundice sus acuerdos comerciales vigentes o 
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explore nuevos mercados. En la misma línea, el TPI de los principales socios colombianos con 

Colombia refleja la misma tendencia hacia una situación de sobrecomercio, que en este caso 

está alineada con el notable aumento de las importaciones del país. En general, estos resultados 

nos permiten afirmar que la apertura comercial colombiana ha perjudicado las exportaciones 

colombianas y promovido sus importaciones, y por lo tanto ha profundizado su déficit comercial, 

hallazgos que también son respaldados por el análisis del TPI. Además, estos resultados deben 

llamar la atención de los hacedores de política colombianos en la formulación de políticas 

públicas que promuevan el comercio internacional más allá de la firma de nuevos acuerdos 

comerciales (específicamente TLCs), afirmación que también se sustenta en el significativo 

efecto observado de la variable OMC en la promoción del comercio internacional de Colombia. 

Adicionalmente, los resultados relacionadas con el segundo trabajo concebido a partir de la 

investigación señalados en el artículo “El papel de la calidad institucional en el comercio 

internacional de un país latinoamericano: evidencia del desempeño exportador colombiano” 

revela que la mayoría de los indicadores institucionales incluidos en el modelo de gravedad 

promueven las exportaciones colombianas, hallazgos que están en línea con los resultados de 

destacados autores (Álvarez et al., 2018; De Groot et al., 2005; Levchenko, 2007; Wu et al., 2012; 

Yu, 2010). Entre los indicadores de gobernanza que ofrecen un mayor efecto positivo sobre las 

exportaciones colombianas se destacan: el estado de derecho y la calidad de la regulación, lo 

que sugiere que aquellas condiciones relacionadas con la seguridad jurídica y la competencia en 

el mercado son capaces de incrementar sustancialmente las exportaciones. Sin embargo, el 

efecto del factor de control de la corrupción exhibe un efecto estadísticamente significativo 

aunque negativo sobre las exportaciones, exponiendo las complejas raíces de la corrupción en 

el entorno económico y empresarial del país. Los hallazgos también muestran un efecto notable 

de la variable productividad laboral sobre las exportaciones colombianas, lo que debe ser 

considerado por los hacedores de política como un factor fundamental para promover este tipo 

de flujo comercial. Asimismo, el impacto de los TLCs ha perjudicado las exportaciones 

colombianas, resultado que nuevamente cuestiona la efectividad de esta estrategia para 

impulsar las exportaciones del país y, por ende, equilibrar su déficit comercial. En cuanto a las 

conclusiones relacionadas con los efectos de la distancia institucional en las exportaciones 

colombianas, los resultados confirman que a mayores diferencias en la gobernanza, menores los 

flujos de exportación. Este hallazgo es pertinente debido a la considerable distancia institucional 

que Colombia tiene con sus principales socios comerciales. Esta conclusión debe llamar la 

atención de los hacedores de política colombianos, ya que la mejora de la calidad institucional, 

como ya se mencionó, no solo tiene un efecto positivo en las exportaciones sino también en la 
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reducción de la distancia institucional con sus socios, y por ende, en la promoción de estos flujos 

comerciales. Sin embargo, a la luz de la discusión sobre la importancia de la calidad institucional 

para promover las exportaciones colombianas, es relevante tener en cuenta que Colombia es 

un país que tiene un conflicto armado interno desde hace más de medio siglo, que aún prevalece 

a través de nuevas mecanismos de lucha y, posteriormente, influyen en el estado de las 

instituciones nacionales y en su evolución de diferentes maneras. En este sentido, los hacedores 

de políticas deben concentrar sus esfuerzos en mejorar el marco legal del país, y por ende, su 

ordenamiento jurídico, que brinde serias garantías de cumplimiento de los contratos y 

protección de la propiedad privada. De igual forma, los hacedores de políticas deben enfocar 

sus esfuerzos en promover la competencia en el mercado y, por ende, en la implementación de 

políticas que mejoren los estándares de competitividad y calidad de los procesos de negocios en 

el sector privado. 

El último trabajo publicado como parte de esta tesis “Acuerdo comercial y especialización 

comercial entre Colombia y la UE” refleja que la entrada en vigencia del TLC entre las partes no 

tiene significación estadística sobre las exportaciones colombianas, pero sí impulsó las 

importaciones colombianas, reflejando una profundización del déficit comercial colombiano con 

el países de la UE. Estos resultados son confirmados por el desempeño de las exportaciones e 

importaciones colombianas hacia y desde estos países, que reflejan una clara tendencia hacia la 

profundización del déficit comercial colombiano. Además, los hallazgos confirman que tanto las 

exportaciones como las importaciones colombianas con la UE muestran un patrón de comercio 

interindustrial que se relaciona con el modelo Heckscher-Ohlin (H-O). La conclusión fue 

confirmada por la inclusión en los modelos de gravedad de diferentes variables proxy que miden 

el efecto de las dotaciones de factores de los países involucrados en su comercio. Estos hallazgos 

son corroborados por el tipo de bienes que se comercian entre Colombia y los países de la UE, 

los cuales tienen una clara orientación hacia el comercio interindustrial. En este sentido, los 

hacedores de política colombianos deberían concentrar sus esfuerzos en incrementar el 

comercio internacional (tanto exportaciones como importaciones) hacia aquellos países de la 

UE donde se han identificado diferencias significativas en la dotación de factores debido al 

patrón de comercio interindustrial entre las partes. 

En general, la investigación empírica confirma un efecto adverso del proceso de apertura 

comercial colombiano evidenciado en la profundización de la balanza comercial del país. Sin 

embargo, si se analiza por tipo de bien vendido, se observa que este proceso ha impulsado las 

exportaciones de bienes no combustibles, aunque el crecimiento de las importaciones de este 

tipo de bienes es mayor. También indica que mejorar la calidad institucional del país podría ser 
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un factor importante en la promoción de sus exportaciones. Adicionalmente, exhibe un efecto 

destacado de la variable productividad laboral como aquella capaz de incrementar 

significativamente sus exportaciones. Además, el análisis empírico de uno de los acuerdos 

comerciales más importantes para el país establece que este factor no genera ningún efecto 

(insignificante) sobre las exportaciones colombianas a la UE, aunque sí promueve sus 

importaciones. Finalmente, el análisis de este acuerdo comercial y de la dotación factorial de los 

países de la UE y de Colombia establece que el patrón comercial entre las partes está relacionado 

con el comercio intraindustrial. 
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Section 1. Scope of the research 
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1.1. Introduction 
 

Colombia, as a South American country that is part of one of the oldest regional trade agreements on the 

continent, such as the Andean Community since 1969 (Andean Community, 2020), has shown continuous 

interest in trade integration with foreign markets as a strategy to promote its economic development. 

Proof of this is its early adherence in 1981 to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT, later 

WTO) (World Trade Organization, 2019). Nonetheless, Colombian trade openness intensified since the 

1990s through the implementation of the so-called Apertura Comercial policy. The trade openness policy 

sought a much more productive and efficient economy and followed a path of trade liberalisation 

promoted for and foremost by the “Washington Consensus”. The main objective of the Colombian 

policymakers was to stimulate the economic growth of the country through the increase of its trade flows, 

an economic strategy defended by prominent authors (Manwa and Wijeweera, 2016). Consequently, the 

increase in exports would help balance the structural deficit in its trade balance. As a result, in recent 

decades, the Colombian government has signed a significant number of trade agreements of various 

scopes as the mechanism chosen to increase the values of trade flows with its partners. Despite this, and 

in line with the findings of Irwin (2019), in the national debate, there is no consensus on the positive effect 

that trade liberalisation has had on the trade balance since national trade figures show the opposite, 

questioning its effectiveness. 

Consequently, Colombia began negotiations to sign a significant number of bilateral and regional trade 

agreements after the so-called Apertura Comercial process. Table 1. shows that, in addition to signing a 

significant number of trade agreements, these agreements have different intentions, and therefore, 

reach. 
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Table 1. Current Trade Agreements of Colombia 

Name of the agreement Countries involved 
Type of 

agreement  
Bilateral / 
Regional 

In force  

Andean Subregional Integration Agreement - 
AC 

Bolivia, Ecuador & Peru 
Regional 

Trade 
Agreement 

Regional 1969 

Chile-Colombia Free Trade Agreement Chile 
Free Trade 
Agreement 

Bilateral 1994 

Free Trade Agreement between the United 
Mexican States and the Republic of Colombia 

Mexico 
Free Trade 
Agreement 

Bilateral 1995 

Partial Scope Agreement on trade and 
economic and technical cooperation 

between the Republic of Colombia and the 
Caribbean Community (CARICOM) 

Trinidad and Tobago, 
Jamaica, Barbados, Guyana, 

Antigua and Barbuda, 
Belize, Dominica, Grenada, 
Monserrat, Saint Kitts and 

Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint 
Vincent & the Grenadines 

Partial Scope 
Agreement 

Regional 1995 

Economic Complementation Agreement No. 
49 between Colombia and Cuba 

Cuba 
Partial Scope 
Agreement 

Bilateral 2000 

Economic Complementation Agreement 
between Colombia - Mercosur 

Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay 
& Uruguay 

Tariff 
preferences 

Regional 2005 

Free Trade Agreement between the Republic 
of Colombia and EFTA States 

Switzerland, Iceland, 
Norway and Liechtenstein 

Free Trade 
Agreement 

Regional 

Switzerland and 
Liechtenstein: 

2009. Norway and 
Iceland: 2014 

Free Trade Agreement between the Republic 
of Colombia and the Republics of El Salvador, 

Guatemala and Honduras 

Salvador, Guatemala & 
Honduras 

Free Trade 
Agreement 

Regional 2010 

Trade Promotion Agreement between the 
Republic of Colombia and Canada 

Canada 
Free Trade 
Agreement 

Bilateral 2011 

Trade Promotion Agreement between the 
Republic of Colombia and the United States 

of America 
United States of America 

Free Trade 
Agreement 

Bilateral 2012 

Partial Scope Agreement of Commercial 
Nature No. 28 between the Republic of 
Colombia and the Bolivarian Republic of 

Venezuela 

Venezuela 
Partial Scope 
Agreement 

Bilateral 2012 

Trade Agreement between the European 
Union and Colombia 

European Union Countries 
Free Trade 
Agreement 

Regional 2013 

Pacific Alliance Chile, Peru y Mexico 
Regional 

Trade 
Agreement 

Regional 2015 

Free Trade Agreement between the Republic 
of Colombia and the Republic of Korea 

South Korea 
Free Trade 
Agreement 

Bilateral 2016 

Free Trade Agreement between Colombia 
and Costa Rica 

Costa Rica 
Free Trade 
Agreement 

Bilateral 2016 

Source: Own elaboration based on information from MinCIT (2021). 

Among these treaties, the bilateral free trade agreement with the United States of America (USA) and the 

multilateral free trade agreement with the European Union (EU) stand out, as they together represent 

more than half of Colombia's international trade (MinCIT, 2018a). Additionally, Colombian exports to 
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these destinations are made up mostly of fuel products and Colombian imports are composed almost 

entirely of non-fuel goods and, in addition, its trade balance with both markets shows a significant deficit. 

Furthermore, it is important to note that Colombia is one of the countries with the highest economic 

growth rates in the region, but also is a country with complex economic, social, and political conditions, 

among others. Moreover, the country is highly dependent on the fuel industry and the government's 

efforts to reduce the high dependency on this industry have not had the expected results. According to 

Abreo et al. (2022a), the fuel industry contributes 63.3% of total national exports, and more precisely, 

exports of oil and its derivatives correspond to 59.1% of fuel exports. Concerning this, Karabulut et al. 

(2020) state that recent trade wars have increased the volatility of commodity prices, which affects the 

economic growth of countries highly dependent on oil production, and in addition, the volatility of prices 

harms the economic integration of these countries in foreign markets (Zeynalov, 2017). Nonetheless, the 

most critical issue regarding the Colombian trade pattern is the fact that the oil reserves are about to 

disappear. According to Presidencia de la Republica (2020), the country's oil reserves would be depleted 

within 6.3 years. Undeniably, this scenario raises the need for urgent diversification of the country's trade 

pattern, not only as a measure to reduce the economic risks of price volatility (Haddad et al, 2013) but 

also as a measure to replace the country's main sources of foreign exchange, which mostly come from of 

an industry that, according to the cited report, will probably cease to be the main national industry in 

terms of exports. Conversely and in line with the classical comparative advantage model, Colombian 

imports show a completely different pattern than exports, which are made up almost entirely of non-fuel 

goods and show a steady upward trend (World Integrated Trade Solution, 2020). 

Furthermore, it is relevant to delve into the fact that Colombia is an economy with very complex 

conditions in terms of institutional quality, which undoubtedly influence the business environment. Given 

this, Franz (2019) states that Colombia is an evident example of a country with deficiencies in good 

governance reflected in its institutional quality and therefore in its economic development. In this sense, 

the nation has been widely affected by a long internal armed conflict that has weakened the consolidation 

of its institutions, and therefore, the proper development of economic activities. Data from the World 

Bank (2020) indicate that the level of Colombian institutional quality is lower than the world average and 

significantly lower than the one displayed by the countries that belong to the OECD, an organization of 

which Colombia has been a member since 2020. Therefore, the low institutional quality of the country 

and the downward trend of national exports in recent years confirm what has been established by several 

authors: better/worse institutions promote/hinder international trade flows. 

All in all, this work raises the question of to what extent the trade liberalisation process has contributed 

to boosting the nation's international trade and, more specifically whether this process has served to 

reduce the structural deficit of Colombia's trade balance through an empirical approach.  
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1.2. Literature review 
 

A considerable amount of literature has been published on the effects of trade liberalisation on 

international trade and economic growth, among other topics. Most of these studies reveal a positive 

influence of trade openness on economic growth. Lim and Breuer (2019) point out that this process has 

promoted economic integration and it has been especially evident in developing countries, where trade 

liberalisation policies have increased their economic growth. This indicates that Colombia's determination 

to develop a trade liberalisation process as a policy that promotes its economic growth, based on the 

promotion of its international trade, has a solid scientific justification and also that the nation is part of 

the international economic integration trends.  

The existing literature on trade liberalisation is extensive and focuses particularly on the individual effect 

of the preferential trade agreement (PTA) and, more specifically, the free trade agreement (FTA) factor 

as a variable capable to boost trade flows. In this sense, it is important to take into account the different 

levels of economic integration that have been defined by various authors (Wu, 2006) and to stipulate that 

for this study the impact caused by FTAs in the promotion of international trade in Colombia is addressed 

individually, since the signing of this type of trade agreements has been considered a key strategy to boost 

the country's exports and imports of goods. In this regard, some of the most prominent authors in the 

field of international economics have found an enhancing effect of the FTA variable on the increase in 

trade flows (Anderson and van Wincoop, 2003; Anderson and Yotov, 2011; Baier et al., 2019; Egger et al., 

2011) and also a positive effect on economic growth (Manwa & Wijeweera, 2016). Given this, more than 

350 bilateral trade agreements have been signed since 1986 (Baier et al., 2019), corroborating the benefits 

of trade openness. Particularly, Lim and Breuer (2019) point out that the benefits of reducing tariff barriers 

are especially notable in developing countries, as it has improved their economic growth. Therefore, 

carrying out a trade liberalisation policy focused on signing trade agreements to improve economic 

growth, as is the case in Colombia, is also in line with the extensive findings of empirical research. 

Colombia, one of the leading economies in Latin America, which has deep institutional complexities, 

whose macroeconomic indicators depend to a large extent on the performance of the energy sector 

(mainly oil and coal), and therefore on international prices, began in 1991 a process of trade liberalisation 

whose effects, to date, question the success of this policy. Its implementation meant the change from an 

economic system based on import substitution, promoted by the Economic Commission for Latin America 

and the Caribbean (ECLAC) in Latin America in the second half of the 20th century through the theory of 

substitutive industrialization (FitzGerald, 1998) to one where tariff barriers were reduced in a very short 

period of time. The Proceso de Apertura Comercial was initiated by former president Cesar Gaviria and 

has been intensified by his successors (especially during the governments of former presidents Álvaro 

Uribe Vélez (2002-2010) and Juan Manuel Santos (2010-2018)), showing that trade liberalisation has been 

a state policy in Colombia. Garcia et al. (2014) argue that Gaviria's objective was to promote a more 

productive and efficient economy through the implementation of an unprecedented set of reforms aimed 
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at reducing barriers to international trade. Among the 17 current trade agreements between Colombia 

and its partners, those signed with the USA and the EU stand out. Based on the Dirección Administrativa 

Nacional de Estadística (2019), it is observed that these agreements represented half of Colombia's 

international trade between 2005 and 2018, although both agreements contributed to the deepening of 

Colombia's trade deficit in the same period. However, most of the Colombian exports to those 

destinations were composed of oil and coal. On the contrary, the trade agreement between Colombia and 

the Andean Community (AC) reflected a surplus in Colombia's trade balance between 2001 and 2018 and 

most of the Colombian exports were made up of products other than oil and coal.  

In general, two-thirds of national exports are made up of oil and mining goods (Ministerio de Comercio, 

Industria y Turismo de Colombia, 2018b). About a third of its foreign sales go to the USA (which is its main 

trading partner), followed by China (a prominent and growing destination for its exports) and Panama (a 

country that used to be part of Colombia). The general performance of Colombian exports shows a slight 

upward trend with countries with which there is a free trade agreement in force, however, this trend is 

greater with those countries with which there is no trade agreement: China, Panama (there is a signed 

trade agreement that has not yet entered into force between the parties) and Turkey (there is a trade 

agreement under negotiation between the parties). This indicates that trade liberalisation has helped to 

increase exports, although it questions the mechanism of signing bilateral or multilateral free trade 

agreements as a variable capable of increasing these trade flows. Regarding Colombian imports, almost 

all of these trade flows are made up of non-fuel goods, although in the study period the country imported 

a significant amount of refined petroleum products (fuels), mainly from the USA and Mexico. The main 

origin of Colombian imports is the USA, followed by China, a country that presents outstanding growth 

rates in its sales to Colombia. Moreover, as mentioned about Colombian exports, the country's imports 

also reflect an upward trend, however, the growth observed in the evolution of imports is much higher 

than that reflected in exports. Consequently, a notable deepening of the trade deficit is observed in the 

analysed period, a period in which some of the country's most important free trade agreements were 

signed and entered into force. 

Another important issue in the Colombian economic context is related to its institutions and governance. 

The internal armed conflict, drug trafficking, high rates of labour informality, great income inequality, and 

government corruption, among others, are some of the facts that negatively affect the development of 

Colombian institutions, and therefore, its governability. Institutions are defined as habits, rules, customs 

and laws that conduct society (Schmoller, 1900; Hayek, 1967; North, 1990). Additionally, institutional 

quality has been described as the key factor for economic success (Acemoglu et al., 2005). In this regard, 

the quality of the country's institutions stands as a factor capable of promoting international trade (Wu 

et al., 2012). This idea is supported by Anderson and Marcouiller (2002), who affirm that better 

institutions have a positive impact on bilateral trade flows. Álvarez et al., (2018) argue that, on the one 

hand, institutional quality promotes bilateral trade, and on the other hand, its effects increase over time. 

This explains why Li and Samsell (2009) state that countries with good governance indicators tend to trade 
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more than those with low governance levels. Given this, it would be expected that the trade integration 

process developed by the Colombian government in recent decades will be supported by solid institutions. 

Nonetheless, Franz (2019) points out that Colombia is an example of a country with governance 

deficiencies in institutional matters, which calls into question the promotion of its exports due to the 

institutional quality effect. The fact is that Colombian institutional quality, and therefore, its governability, 

is far from those countries that are benchmarks in institutional affairs. Although in this sense, it is also 

important to mention that the OECD (2013) highlights positive progress in strengthening the quality of its 

institutions and in inclusive economic growth in the last decades. Based on the World Bank Governance 

Indicators (WGI), during the analysed period, the institutional distance between Colombia's governance 

indicators and the average performance of OECD member countries is prominent (Colombia has been a 

member since 2020). Similarly, the institutional distance between Colombians and the global average 

performance points out that, in most of the governance indicators, the global institutional quality is 

superior. Finally, the Colombian institutional quality compared to the performance of similar countries, 

such as those members of the Andean Community (AC), reflects that Colombian governance is stronger.  

Finally, in this research where the performance of Colombian international trade is examined in the 

framework of a trade openness policy, the effectiveness of one of the most relevant trade agreements for 

the country is analysed, the one signed between Colombia and the EU. Although, as mentioned, 

Colombia's main trading partner is the USA, the EU market is crucial for the expansion of the national 

economy towards a trade bloc that represents the main market for the export and import of goods and 

the largest importer of services in the world (Procolombia, 2013). Trade relations between the parties 

date back to 1993 when a cooperation agreement was signed within the framework of the relationship 

between the EU and the AC; however, bilateral negotiations for a trade agreement began in 2007 

(Organization of American States, 2019), and resulted in the entry into force of an FTA in 2013. 

Nonetheless, it is important to point out that the trade between the parties before the entry into force of 

the FTA was governed by the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP). The GSP granted preferential 

access for Colombian exports of goods to the EU market through the general regime or GSP, and later, 

the special regime or GSP+, a regime that offered additional preferences to the general regime. 

Furthermore, the trade agreement, in addition to constituting an FTA due to the significant reduction of 

tariff and non-tariff barriers between the parties, seeks to promote an association that transcends the 

commercial sphere. That is why the treaty includes certain chapters where the parties agree on advances 

concerning human rights, sustainable development and labour rights, which confirm that, in principle, the 

objectives of this association go beyond increasing trade flows. 

Overall, the objective of this literature review is to propose a theoretical framework that supports the 

empirical evaluation of the success or failure of a trade liberalisation policy primarily focused on the 

signing of trade agreements, specifically FTAs, for the promotion of the Colombian international trade. 

The increase in international trade between Colombia and its partners should lead to the reduction and 

consequent balance of the deficit in its trade balance. The evaluation of this policy will be determined 
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with an empirical approach through the gravity equation, which will include trade, economic, institutional 

and geographic variables, among others. 

 

1.3. Methodological approach 
 

Considering that the objective of this research is to determine empirically the factors that promote or 

restrict international trade in Colombia, a widely known, robust and successful econometric method has 

been implemented: the trade gravity model. The approach was first introduced by Tinbergen (1962) and 

Pöyhönen (1963) to analyse bilateral trade patterns between nations. The trade gravity model is based 

on the Law of universal gravity of the English physicist Sir Isaac Newton (Abidin et al., 2013), which states 

that trade between two countries can be explained by the economic forces of trade in the country of 

origin and the country of destination (Bergstrand, 1985). Particularly, Guo (2015) notes that the value of 

goods traded between two economies is directly proportional to the product of their economic masses 

(GDP) and inversely proportional to their physical distance. 

Traditionally, the gravity equation in its canonical expression is defined by Anderson (1979) as follows: 

 

𝑋𝑖𝑗 = 𝛼𝑜 𝑌𝑖
∝1 𝑌𝑗

∝2 𝐷𝑖𝑗
∝3 𝑛𝑖𝑗 

In the proposed equation 𝑋𝑖𝑗  denotes trade flows between countries 𝑖 and 𝑗, 𝑌𝑖  and 𝑌𝑗  denote the GDPs 

of each country, and 𝐷𝑖𝑗  represents the physical distance between the countries. Subsequently, authors 

such as Krugman (1995) stated that although bilateral distance is one of the central factors that explain 

bilateral trade between nations, it cannot be the only variable that determines international trade. This 

and other significant advances in the theoretical justification of the trade gravity model contributed to 

one of its major developments proposed by Anderson and van Wincoop (2003). They theoretically 

justified the inclusion of what they called Multilateral Resistant Terms (MRT), showing that a well-

specified gravity equation should control for relative trade costs, which shape bilateral trade between 

nations.  

𝑋𝑖𝑗 = 𝛼𝑜 𝑌𝑖
∝1 𝑌𝑗

∝2 𝐷𝑖𝑗
∝3 𝑍𝑖𝑗

∝4 𝑛𝑖𝑗 

These advances made it possible to consider a more robust gravity equation than the previous one, where 

the MRT (𝑍𝑖𝑗) were included as variables that, in addition to those traditionally used, determined trade 

between nations. Moreover, fixed effects were also included to capture unobservable MRT in bilateral 

trade, which is another relevant advance in the gravity equation. Some of these are: country pair fixed 

effects, country fixed effects and time-invariant fixed effects. The inclusion of the former is appropriate 

when the models lack plausible instrumental variables (Gopinath et al., 2014). The second is useful to 
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absorb all unobservable trade costs between pair countries (Baier et al., 2019). Lastly, the latter is 

appropriated to measure the determinants of trade in a database of many years (Gopinath et al., 2014).  

Furthermore, although gravity equations have traditionally been estimated in their logarithmic-linear 

form, recent developments have shown a more suitable form of estimation. Relevant contributions have 

pointed out that the gravity equation should be estimated in its multiplicative form, as pointed out by 

Santos Silva and Tenreyro (2006). They stated that the Poisson pseudo-maximum likelihood (PPML) 

approach is a more robust and suitable estimator for heteroscedasticity and other econometric 

drawbacks, it offers a natural way of dealing with zero values, it produces smaller and more appropriate 

coefficients than those produced by log-linear estimation, and it offers an identical weight for all 

observations. Additionally, the PPML estimator offers an adequate fit between the fixed effects and the 

MRT, which would indicate that greater confidence should be given to the estimates of the gravitational 

model that use the PPML method (Fally, 2015).  

Finally, the gravity equation has been used widely in different areas. According to Giuliano et al. (2015), 

the gravitational model has been applied in areas such as intercity transport, local commerce, travel 

destinations in relation to their costs, to analyse investment policies in urban transport and is widely 

applied for the estimation and analysis of bilateral trade flows. Similarly, Natale et al. (2015) state that in 

the seafood market, the model has been used to assess the impacts of food safety standards and non-

tariff measures on exports to the EU and the USA, as well as to identify the determinants of specific trade 

flows, such as catfish exports from Vietnam to the USA. Moreover, Frankel and Rose (2005) used the 

gravity model to study the inverse relationship between international trade and the environment due to 

pollution. Furthermore, De Frutos et al. (2019) establish that the method has been used to evaluate 

customer entrances to shopping centres, patient flows between hospitals or fans attending music 

concerts. In the same vein, Kabir et al. (2017) state that the gravity equation has been used to 

economically estimate the ex-post effects in different categories of trade integration on bilateral trade 

flows. Nonetheless, the authors question the capacity of the gravity equation to develop analyzes of the 

ex-ante effects on international trade, despite econometric developments in dynamic panel data models. 

Once the general theoretical and empirical foundation implemented in the thesis has been exposed, we 

proceed to address the particular methodology used in each chapter. In section 3.1. entitled An empirical 

analysis of Colombia's trade liberalisation process and its effect on the equilibrium of its structural trade 

deficit, the trade gravity model proposed by Anderson and van Wincoop (2003) is applied to measure the 

determinants of Colombian trade (both exports and imports) by type of product (fuel and non-fuel 

products). The panel data used in the empirical analysis include 136 Colombian trading partners to whom 

99% of national exports were sold in 2018 (Dirección Administrativa Nacional de Estadística, 2019), from 

2005 to 2018. Based on the approach of Egger et al. (2011), six equations are proposed to identify and 

measure, first, the factors that improve or hinder: total Colombian exports, fuel Colombian exports and 

non-fuel Colombian exports, through the first three equations proposed. Second, we measure the factors 

that improve or hinder: total Colombian imports, fuel Colombian imports and non-fuel Colombian 
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imports, through the remaining 3 equations. Each of the six equations has the same set of explanatory 

variables of the economic, historical, cultural, geographical and trade integration conditions between 

Colombia and its partners. Additionally, each equation also contains time-fixed effects because the panel 

spans a significant number of years and time-invariant country-fixed effects on the Colombian trading 

partner to capture unobservable MRTs. Moreover, in this section, we also implement the trade potential 

index (TPI) approach as a method that allows us to compare the potential trade between Colombia and 

its trading partners predicted by each model with their actual trade volume (De Benedictis and Vicarelli, 

2005), and therefore to be able to identify those countries with which Colombia has an over-trading or an 

under-trading situation. Consequently, we calculate and analyse the TPI between Colombia and its 

partners for each trading flow (six equations) proposed in 2005 and 2018. It is important to specify that 

the year 2005 is important in the Colombian trade integration evolution since it is the moment in which 

there is evidence of an increase in the trade openness of the country through the signing of new trade 

agreements. And the year 2018 offered, at the time of the study, the most recent trade data between the 

countries. The calculation of the TPI in these two years allowed us to observe the evolution of the TPI 

from an initial moment of dynamization of the Colombian trade openness until the most recent time, 

which allows us to infer the implications related to the comparison between actual trade and potential 

trade by type of product between Colombia and its trading partners. 

In section 3.2. the trade gravity model is employed to identify the impact of Colombian institutional quality 

on its exports following the model proposed by Anderson and van Wincoop (2003). As in the previous 

section, the empirical approach includes 136 Colombian trading partners that represent the destination 

of 99% of national exports, from 2005 to 2018. The approach also considers the influence of institutional 

barriers to Colombian exports based on the new trade theory (NTT). Based on Álvarez et al. (2018), we 

consider principles linked to the NTT such as love for variety preferences, increasing returns to scale 

technologies and iceberg transport, which are related to transport and non-transport factors, and 

consequently, to trade costs. The model proposed will allow us to determine the drivers of Colombian 

exports to its partners. As usual, the gravity equation includes some common control variables related to 

physical distance, the economic size of the countries, variables that reflect the state of the economic 

integration of the countries, and common cultural and social roots. Additionally, the equation considers 

the effect of Colombian labour productivity on its exports. The theoretical justification for its inclusion is 

related to the NTT, suggesting that wages could have a positive impact on productivity. Furthermore, the 

model comprises six institutional quality indicators provided by the World Bank (Control of corruption, 

Government effectiveness, Political stability and absence of violence/terrorism, Regulatory quality, Rule 

of law, Voice and accountability). Each indicator reveals a particular dimension of the country's 

institutional quality. These indicators are included in the equations with lagged effect because we 

consider that there is a lagged influence of these variables on international trade (Gani and Scrimgeour, 

2016). Finally, we measure the effects of the governance variables, on the one hand, in levels, and on the 

other hand, in the differences in levels between the institutional quality of the pair of countries, which is 
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usually called institutional distance. In this regard, we include these variables in the specifications one by 

one to evade correlation problems.  

In section 3.3. the trade gravity model is used to identify the variables that favour or harm trade between 

Colombia and the EU countries and, in particular, to examine the effect of the trade agreement in force 

since 2013 between the parties on the evolution of their trade flows (exports and imports). The empirical 

approach follows the model proposed by Anderson and van Wincoop (2003) and different types of fixed 

effects are included in the regression to capture unobservable trade frictions. The study analyses trade 

data (exports and imports) between Colombia and the EU countries between 2005 and 2019. The gravity 

equation includes trade data between Colombia and the United Kingdom (UK) since, according to the 

European Commission (2019), the trade relationship between the parties is valid until 2020. The model 

includes control variables and variables related to the trade integration of the nations involved that will 

allow us to examine the determinants of exports and imports within the framework of the trade 

agreement. Furthermore, the model includes variables related to factor endowments (relative factor 

endowment (RFE), human capital (HC) and population density (PD)), which will denote whether the 

pattern of bilateral trade between Colombia and the EU (exports and imports) is related to the Heckscher-

Ohlin (H-O) model or the Linder hypothesis. Therefore, on the one hand, the Heckscher-Ohlin (H-O) model 

asserts that nations with different factor endowments will trade more (Frankel, 1997), and on the other 

hand, the Linder (1961) hypothesis states that those nations with similar factor endowments have similar 

preferences and, consequently, will trade more. Consequently, if the sign of the variables related to the 

endowment of factors has a positive sign, it means that the commercial pattern between the parties is 

oriented to the H-O model (inter-industry) and, on the contrary, if the sign of the variables related to the 

factor endowments is negative will mean that the pattern of trade between the parties is oriented to the 

Linder hypothesis (intra-industry). 

All in all, the methodological approach of this research is based on the theoretical and empirical 

foundations of the gravity model applied to international trade. This approach is based on the vast 

literature related to the theoretical foundation of the model (lacking until sometime) and the relevant 

theoretical/empirical advances proposed by prominent authors. 

 

1.4. Hypotheses and research objectives 
 

The purpose of this research consists in testing the following hypothesis: 

1.4.1. H.1. The Colombian trade liberalisation process based on the signing of the FTA has helped 

reduce and balance its trade deficit. 

The H.1. from an economic perspective, is one of the main concerns of the policymakers due to the 

implications that a deficit in the trade balance brings to an economy such as the Colombian one. In this 

sense, trade openness was implemented in the country to generate a more efficient and integrated 
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economy that would increase its trade flows and that would eventually allow it to advance towards a 

balance in its trade balance. However, and as mentioned above, the success in advancing these goals 

continues to be questioned by Colombian public opinion. 

1.4.2. H.2. The signing of the FTAs between Colombia and its partners has helped to increase their 

exports and imports flows. 

The H.2. purpose is to establish the capacity of the FTAs as that trade policy capable of increasing the flow 

of exports and imports between Colombia and its trading partners. Concerning this, most of the findings 

with an empirical approach have corroborated a positive relationship between having trade agreements 

in force and experiencing increases in the volumes of trade flows, however, some findings affirm the 

opposite, although to a lesser extent. As stated, this finding is crucial for the evaluation of this trading 

strategy developed in recent decades by the different governments of the country, which, following the 

Washington Consensus, seek to boost the country's international trade. 

1.4.3. H.3. To what extent have the FTAs improved the performance of Colombian exports and imports? 

The H.3. is strongly connected with the H.2. Therefore, this hypothesis, in addition to determining the 

effect (positive or negative) of the FTAs on the increase in the country's trade flows, quantifies the impact 

of this policy on the national export and import flows. This quantification is relevant since it offers an 

additional approximation for the analysis of the trade effect of the FTAs in the Colombian case in each 

gravity equation proposed in the study. Additionally, this will allow us to infer how deep or slight the 

impact of the main Colombian trade strategy has been to promote its international trade flows. 

1.4.4. H.4. Colombia is positively taking advantage of the trade potential it has with its trade partners 

regardless an FTA is in force.  

Based on the comparison between the actual volume of trade and the one predicted by gravity models 

between Colombia and its trading partners (TPI approach), the H.4. analyses the implications for Colombia 

of having an over-trading or an under-trading situation with its partners. For the calculation of the TPI 

approach, the main destinations of national exports and imports are taken into account, regardless of 

whether or not there is a current trade agreement between the parties. This approach will allow us to 

make some recommendations for Colombian policymakers related to targeting and strengthening those 

markets for which the gravity model indicates that Colombia has a situation of sub-trade. On the other 

hand, it would allow us to know those destinations with which Colombia has an over-trading situation, 

suggesting the need to strengthen some factors that make up the model and that would allow, in principle, 

to expand its potential trade with those destinations. 

1.4.5. H.5. The Colombian institutional quality is a factor that promotes Colombian exports to its 

partners. 

The H.5. delves into the relevance of having high-quality institutions that support the increase in trade 

flows to international markets. In this regard, the literature confirms that institutional quality is a factor 
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capable to enhance international trade. Addressing this hypothesis is essential to understand the effect 

of institutional quality in a country such as Colombia, which has various governance complexities marked 

by an internal armed conflict and by illegal economies such as drug trafficking. Additionally, the hypothesis 

also compares the performance of Colombian institutional quality with countries of the CA, the OECD and 

the world average, which will allow us to determine the progress achieved by the country concerning 

other nations and analyse the impact of these differences (institutional distance) in international trade 

between Colombia and its partners. 

1.4.6. H.6. Colombian labour productivity is a variable that can boost prominently its exports.  

The H.6. addresses whether the labour productivity variable that is a proxy for labour competitiveness 

can promote Colombian exports. As stated, the inclusion of the labour productivity variable in the gravity 

equation is based on the NTT and is related to trade cost. Therefore, high labour productivity suggests 

that wages can have a positive effect on productivity. Given this, this hypothesis explores how effective 

and to what extent the evolution of this factor is capable of boosting national exports. 

1.4.7. H.7. The FTA between Colombia and the EU has facilitated the reduction of the Colombian trade 

deficit.  

The H.7. is strongly connected with the H.1. and the H.2. since this hypothesis evaluates, although in a 

particular case, the effect of trade agreements in reducing Colombia's trade deficit. The empirical analysis 

of the trade agreement between Colombia and the EU countries is relevant, firstly, because of the 

economic, social and political conditions of the European bloc, which are of great interest to most of its 

partners, and secondly, because this treaty goes beyond the framework of a common FTA and is thus 

expressed in the treaty. This exposes the need to generate basic conditions related to human rights, 

sustainable development and labour rights, among others. 

1.4.8. H.8. The trade pattern between Colombia and the EU is related to inter-industry or intra-industry 

trade. 

The H.8. inquires on the trade pattern carried out between Colombia and the European bloc. Therefore, 

it is important to investigate this aspect because, in principle, by observing the pattern of trade between 

the parties provided by the Colombian national statistic institution, it could be inferred that there is a 

pattern of inter-industry trade. However, this hypothesis identifies, through the use of a contrasted 

methodology (the Heckscher-Ohlin (H-O) model and the Linder hypothesis), the type of trade pattern 

present in the trade exchange between Colombia and the EU countries.  
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1.5. Empirical results and discussion 
 

This research reveals the findings obtained in 3 papers published in peer-reviewed journals, which can be 

seen in the chapter called “Section 3. Published works”. The results obtained and the discussion generated 

around them will be addressed individually for each of the published papers.  

Section 3.1. entitled “An empirical analysis of Colombia's trade liberalisation process and its effect on the 

equilibrium of its structural trade deficit” assesses the effects of Colombia´s trade openness process 

carried out mainly through the signing of FTAs, and consequently, its success in reducing the country's 

trade deficit. As stated, this paper determines the factors that promote or restrict international trade 

between Colombia and its partners by type of products (fuel and non-fuel). In this context, it is important 

to note that Fuel goods represents those products from code 321.1 to code 351.0, according to the 

Standard International Trade Classification and non-fuel goods represent those goods other than those 

defined as fuel (World Integrated Trade Solution, 2020). Subsequently, six models are proposed in order 

to analyse the determinants of Colombian trade flows as follows: total exports, fuel exports, non-fuel 

exports and total imports, fuel imports, non-fuel imports.  

In general, models that examine the determinants of Colombian exports, as expected, reflect a negative 

effect of the distance variable and a positive impact of the GDP variable of the Colombian partner in the 

promotion of these flows, which is in line with the theoretical foundations of the gravity equation. 

Moreover, the WTO factor has a positive effect on Colombian non-fuel exports, a finding that highlights 

the importance of this mechanism of multilateral trade integration in the promotion of national exports, 

particularly on non-fuel goods.  Moreover, the OECD variable is insignificant in all the proposed models, 

which questions the relevance of the member countries of this organization as consumers of Colombian 

products. Additionally, the FTA variable harms Colombian total and fuel exports and benefits non-fuel 

exports. The latter finding suggests that while the FTA factor has stimulated Colombian non-fuel exports, 

which is in line with the objectives set by the Colombian state, it has hurt Colombian fuel exports to a 

noteworthy extent. Therefore, taking into account that a considerable amount of Colombian exports are 

composed of fuel products, the net effect of the FTA variable on the country's total exports is negative. 

Hence, if this performance prevails over time and if we consider the country's high dependence on its oil 

exports, the nation would continue to witness the deepening of its trade deficit and, consequently, the 

Colombian peso would experience a constant path of depreciation (a dynamic that is already perceived). 

And to further complicate this scenario, a report from the Presidencia de la República de Colombia (2020) 

states that Colombia has oil reserves for the next 6.3 years. Concerning this, the newly elected president 

of the republic, Gustavo Petro, is the first left-wing president elected in the country with a clear ecological 

orientation, has stated in several scenarios that he will prohibit the issuance of new oil exploration licenses 

and the exploitation of oil through the fracking technique in the national territory (Programa de Gobierno 

2022-2026, 2022). This government promise of the elected president has generated great controversy 

since it means that in the medium and long term Colombia will lose its main source of foreign exchange 
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due to the impossibility of obtaining new oil reserves through the generation of new exploration licenses 

or the implementation of the effective technique of fracking in active oil wells. Furthermore, it is 

important to point out that this deficit has been financed by a surplus in the capital account, a surplus 

that in some years has been greater than the deficit presented in the trade balance (Buitrago and Leon, 

2015; Banco de la República de Colombia, 2022). In this sense, several legal reforms have been 

implemented in the country with the aim of making the foreign direct investment (FDI) in Colombia more 

attractive to foreign investors (Ramirez and Quintero, 2019) and, consequently, FDI inflows have grown 

considerably, with the oil and mining sectors being the ones that have received the largest amounts of 

investment (Valosa, 2019). This confluence of complexities highlights the need for trade policymakers to 

generate effective actions to promote non-fuel exports, thus replacing fuel exports.  

Furthermore, models that evaluate Colombian import flows show that the distance factor only hurts fuel 

imports, which implies that the distance factor does not restrict or favour total and non-fuel Colombian 

imports. It explains why a considerable amount of non-fuel imports come from India and China, one of 

the main suppliers of non-fuel goods in Colombia, countries with which Colombia has a great physical 

distance. Moreover, the distance variable harms fuel imports and having a common border also harms 

these flows, which explains why fuel imports come from nearby markets with which Colombia does not 

share a physical border (The USA and Mexico). As expected and in line with the theoretical approach of 

the gravity model, the GDP of the Colombian partner variable has a positive effect on imports regardless 

of the specification. The WTO variable has a relevant impact on the growth of Colombian total and non-

fuel imports and this effect stands out, especially in the latter. These findings once again highlight the 

importance of this type of multilateral trade agreement as one capable of promoting, in this case, imports 

from Colombia and particularly imports of non-fuel goods. The OECD variable harms total and non-fuel 

imports, suggesting that being a member of this organization reduces the flow of imports of goods to 

Colombia. Additionally, the FTA factor has a substantial positive impact on each of the Colombian import 

flows analysed, emphasising the positive effect generated in imports of non-fuel goods, which are the 

group of products that make up the majority of national imports. The findings indicate, unlike exports 

(total and fuel exports), that trade liberalisation has promoted Colombian imports.  

Concerning the analysis carried out through the TPI approach, we can affirm that there is a tendency 

towards an over-trading situation with the majority of the main Colombian partners, which reveals the 

growth of Colombian exports to these countries. This picture suggests that the performance of Colombian 

exports to these countries has exceeded that estimated by the models. In this regard, the notable 

deepening of the over-trading situation with countries such as China, Panama and Turkey stands out. 

Nonetheless, the Colombian TPI with its main trade partner has increased, suggesting a reduction of 

Colombian exports, regardless of the type of product analysed, to the USA, especially after the signing of 

the FTA. This finding questions once again the effectiveness of signing trade agreements, in this case, the 

one signed between Colombia and the USA, as a strategy to promote national exports. Furthermore, the 

analysis by type of product exposes an over-trading situation for fuel products with most of its main 
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partners (highlighting the deepening of the over-trading situation with Brazil, Chile, China and Panama), 

in contrast to what is observed with non-fuel products, where a single trend is not reflected. Overall, the 

TPI approach for Colombian exports indicates that although the trade liberalisation had a positive effect 

on non-fuel exports, which is observed in a general trend towards over-trading, total exports have been 

affected by the significant decrease in fuel exports. Referring to the TPI of the Colombian partner with 

Colombia, the models show a predominant tendency towards an over-trading situation, which is 

especially evident for total and non-fuel imports. This tendency is higher than that reflected by the 

Colombian TPI with its partners and designates a notable growth of Colombian imports from its main 

partners as a result of its trade openness, indicating a significant effect of this process in the promotion 

of Colombian imports, exceeding what was predicted by the model. It is important to point out that the 

USA TPI with Colombia has increased although its exports to the country have grown considerably in 

recent years. Therefore, the TPI approach for Colombian partners allows us to infer that trade 

liberalisation has succeeded in promoting its imports and this is in line with the performance of Colombian 

import data. 

All in all, the study allows us to affirm that although Colombian non-fuel exports have grown during the 

period analysed, the global effect on Colombian exports has been negative, due to the composition of the 

country's export basket. Conversely, the findings show that in the same period Colombian imports have 

grown substantially, and this is also confirmed by the evolution of Colombian international trade data. 

Therefore, the Colombian goal of reducing and eventually balancing its trade deficit has not been 

accomplished. Consequently, the expected growth of bilateral trade driven by trade liberalisation 

particularly focused on the signing of FTAs has not been what was expected, at least for Colombian 

exports. This scenario would probably lead to a deepening of Colombia's trade deficit and, subsequently, 

to the detriment of the entire economy of the country. 

Section 3.2. called “The role of institutional quality in the international trade of a Latin American country: 

evidence from Colombian export performance” examines the impact of Colombian institutional quality 

on its exports in a framework of trade liberalisation. The objective of this research is to assess to what 

extent each of the indicators proposed by the World Bank governance indicators (WGI) affect Colombian 

exports and also to assess the impact of the Colombian labour productivity factor as a variable capable of 

increasing its exports, all this in an environment of trade integration. Given this, we estimate the 

gravitational model including the six institutional indicators separately in order to elude correlation 

problems, and therefore, to identify their individual effect on Colombian exports.  

In the gravity model equation, we include some common variables to estimate the equation. The distance 

factor and the GDP of the Colombian partner, both statistically significant, offer the expected impact 

(adverse and positive, respectively) on Colombian exports based on the fundamentals of the gravity 

model. Conversely, contiguity and common language variables are insignificant in the model. Additionally, 

the variable labour competitiveness, which is a proxy of productivity per worker, reveals that salaries have 

a remarkable positive impact on labour productivity. This variable stands out as the one capable of 



  26 

 

generating the greatest effect in promoting national exports, so this finding should draw the attention of 

Colombian policymakers. Nonetheless, based on the OECD (2019), Colombian labour competitiveness is 

decreasing, it is a third of that achieved by OECD countries and is even lower than that the one registered 

among some Latin American countries, which questions whether this factor can really promote its exports 

taking into account the impossibility of the State to promote the development of this factor. Additionally, 

the regression reflects that the OCDE and the WTO variables are insignificant in the model. The finding 

related to the WTO variable partially questions the findings obtained in the article referenced in section 

3.1. called “An empirical analysis of Colombia's trade liberalisation process and its effect on the 

equilibrium of its structural trade deficit”, since although they agree that this variable is insignificant and, 

consequently, has no effect on the country's total exports, in the academic paper of section 3.1., the result 

related to the WTO factor is statistically significant and generates a positive effect on total imports from 

Colombia. The FTA variable harms Colombian exports, which questions the effectiveness of Colombian 

trade openness and it is in line with the findings of Abreo et al. (2022a).  

The influence of the institutional indicators on Colombian exports exhibits some significant and interesting 

findings.  Of the six indices proposed by WGI, all are statistically significant, five have a positive effect on 

Colombian exports and one of them reflects a negative impact on them. This means that the improvement 

in the evolution of institutional indices promotes an increase in exports and vice versa. As for the five 

indices that have a positive effect on Colombian exports, the rule of law and the regulatory quality stand 

out as those with the greatest effect on trade. It is important to note that the other three variables (voice 

and accountability, government effectiveness, and political stability) also show a positive effect on 

Colombian exports, but to a lesser extent. Surprisingly, the control of corruption variable offers a negative 

effect on Colombian exports. This suggests that if Colombia advances in this matter, its exports will 

decrease, a result that contradicts various studies and, above all, questions the complexities and influence 

of corruption in the country's economy, and therefore, in its exports. Furthermore, the institutional 

distance argues that most of the differences in the indices between Colombia and its partners are 

statistically significant (control of corruption, government effectiveness, rule of law and regulatory 

quality) and, more importantly, that the institutional distance between Colombia and its partners harms 

its exports. The results regarding institutional distance advocate the importance for Colombia to 

strengthen its institutional quality because the distance between its governance and that of its partners 

negatively affects its exports.  

Section 3.3. entitled “Trade agreement and trade specialization between Colombia and the EU” delves 

into the effectiveness of the FTA between the parties to increase their trade (export and import flow) and 

eventually balance the Colombian trade deficit with the bloc. The study also examines their trade pattern, 

which will allow us to determine whether the trade between the parties is related to the Heckscher-Ohlin 

(H-O) model of inter-industry trade or the Linder hypothesis of intra-industry trade.  

The model that examines the determinants of Colombian exports exhibits a negative effect on the 

distance variable and, on the contrary, a positive effect on the sum of the GDP of Colombia and its partner 
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(GDPColj), as expected, based on the theoretical basis of the gravity model. Additionally, variables such as 

whether the EU country is landlocked, whether it belongs to the OECD, and whether the countries share 

legal origins, promote Colombian exports. These findings may clarify why most Colombian exports go to 

coastal EU countries such as the Netherlands and Spain. They also explain why most of these trade flows 

go to OECD members (in addition to the countries already mentioned, the Netherlands and Spain, the 

other destinations of Colombian exports to the EU in terms of traded values are Germany, Italy and the 

United Kingdom, respectively). Nevertheless, the model indicates that the variables related to whether 

the nations share a language, whether the EU country is part of the Eurozone and the impact of the FTA 

signed between the parties, do not offer statistical significance. Result related to the FTA variable 

advocates that this variable does not affect Colombian exports to the EU, which questions, once again, 

the effectiveness of signing trade agreements (as is the case of the trade agreement analysed in this 

section) as a strategy to promote export flow carried out by the Colombian government in the last decades 

(Abreo et al., 2021; Abreo et al., 2022a). Furthermore, variables related to factor endowment (capital-

labour ratio, human capital and population density) in the model that assesses Colombian exports exhibit 

positive signs and are statistically significant, which suggests that those flows to the EU are related to an 

inter-industry trade pattern or to the Heckscher-Ohlin (H-O) model. In this sense, it is essential to point 

out that each of the results of the three variables that denote the factor endowment of the analyzed 

countries offer the same sign, which confirms the sufficiency of the findings regarding the pattern of trade 

between the parties. These results argue that a greater difference in the values of these variables between 

the parties promotes Colombian exports, suggesting that bilateral trade benefits from differences in 

factor endowments and, subsequently, there is a complementary trade pattern between Colombia and 

the EU. These results are in line with what is exported by Colombia to the EU (mainly oil and mining goods 

and goods from the agricultural sector).   

On the other side, the model that analyses the determinants of Colombian imports reflects that the 

distance, common legal origin, landlocked and OECD variables are statistically insignificant. This suggests 

that these variables have no effect on Colombian imports. On the contrary, sharing a common language 

and belonging to the Eurozone have a positive impact on this trade flow, elucidating why Spain and the 

EU countries that belong to the euro area, respectively, are relevant suppliers of goods for Colombia. 

Similarly, the sum of the GDP of Colombia and its partner has a positive impact on Colombian imports, as 

theoretically expected. Finally, the FTA factor exhibits a positive influence on Colombian import flows, 

outcomes that are in line with our previous findings (Abreo et al., 2021; Abreo et al., 2022a). Regarding 

the effect of the factor endowment variables in the model that examines the determinants of Colombian 

imports, these show a positive result and suggest that a greater difference in the values of these variables 

between countries promotes Colombian imports from the EU, and therefore, based on the results, a trade 

pattern related to an inter-industry trade pattern or the Heckscher-Ohlin (H-O) pattern is appreciated, as 

in Colombian exports. As in the case of the model that analyzes the trade pattern of national exports, the 

findings on this trade flow are confirmed with the results generated by each of the three variables that 

denote the factor endowment of the parties. These findings may explain why most of the Colombian 
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imports are composed of capital goods, construction materials, goods of consumption and intermediate 

goods (MinCIT, 2021).  
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2.1. Conclusions 
  

The present dissertation has different purposes, however, the main objective is to determine to what 

extent the Colombian trade openness process, centred on the signing of FTAs, has helped boost its 

international trade, and particularly, to what extent this strategy has helped to balance the Colombian 

trade deficit. Subsequently, additional objectives have been achieved, such as assessing to what extent 

trade liberalisation has affected Colombian international trade (export and import flows) by type of goods 

(fuel and non-fuel), as well as evaluating the impact of Colombian institutional quality in promoting its 

exports and, examining whether the effect of the FTA between Colombia and the EU countries has been 

a successful strategy to improve their trade, among others. Therefore, the presentation of the general 

conclusions of this research will be exposed individually for each of the published papers, with deductions 

that are in line with what was stated in section 1.4. Hypotheses and research objectives.  

Conclusions related to Section 3.1. “An empirical analysis of Colombia's trade liberalisation process and 

its effect on the equilibrium of its structural trade deficit” confirm that the Colombian trade liberalisation 

process that began in 1991 but intensified as of 2005, through the signing of a considerable number of 

FTAs, has negatively affected the performance of the Colombian trade balance, and therefore, it has 

deepened the country's trade deficit. This is explained because the gravity models that examine the 

impact of trade liberalisation focused on the signing of FTAs on Colombian international trade show an 

adverse effect on Colombian exports and, on the contrary, a positive effect on its imports, which clarifies 

the expansion of its trade deficit. However, it is essential to point out that the analysis of Colombian trade 

flows by type of product reveals some important inferences. On the one hand, Colombian fuel exports are 

negatively affected by trade liberalisation, unlike Colombian non-fuel exports, which are promoted. The 

result of the parameter of the FTA variable in each model (negative and higher in fuel exports and positive 

and lower in non-fuel exports) together with a higher percentage of fuel products over Colombian exports, 

allows explaining the negative global impact on Colombian exports. On the other side, the effect of trade 

liberalisation reveals a positive impact on Colombian imports regardless of the product analysed. The 

results of the FTA variable in the proposed estimates contradict what was stated by Egger, who claims a 

predominantly positive impact on the promotion of international trade through the entry into force of 

trade agreements between countries (Anderson & Yotov, 2016; Baier & Bergstrand, 2009; Egger et al., 

2011; Fally, 2015), Santos Silva & Tenreyro, 2006). Furthermore, the findings suggest that the WTO 

variable is capable of increasing Colombian non-fuel exports and Colombian non-fuel imports (although 

the value of the WTO parameter is much higher in the second flow than in the first), which questions the 

effectiveness of the FTA variable to promote Colombian international trade. This finding may be especially 

relevant considering the country's need to rapidly replace its fuel exports with non-fuel exports. On the 

other hand, the findings related to the TPI analysis show a reduction in Colombian trade potential with 

most of its main partners, which advocates that the country should deepen its current trade agreements 

or explore new markets. In the same vein, the TPI of the main Colombian partners with Colombia reflects 
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the same trend toward an over-trading situation, which in this case, is aligned with the notable increase 

in the country's imports. In general, these results allow us to affirm that the Colombian trade liberalisation 

has harmed Colombian exports and promoted Colombian imports, and therefore has deepened its trade 

deficit, findings that are also supported by the TPI analysis. Furthermore, these results should draw the 

attention of Colombian policymakers in the formulation of public policies that promote international 

trade beyond the signing of new trade agreements, a statement supported by the observed effect of the 

WTO variable on the promotion of Colombian exports and imports of non-fuel goods.  

Conclusions related to Section 3.2. “The role of institutional quality in the international trade of a Latin 

American country: evidence from Colombian export performance” reveal that most of the institutional 

indicators included in the gravity model promote Colombian exports, findings that are in line with the 

results of leading authors (Álvarez et al., 2018; De Groot et al., 2005; Levchenko, 2007; Wu et al., 2012; 

Yu, 2010). Among the governance indicators that offer the greatest positive effect on Colombian exports, 

the rule of law and the regulation quality stand out, suggesting that those conditions related to legal 

certainty and market competition are capable of increasing exports substantially. Nonetheless, the effect 

of the corruption control factor exhibits a statistically significant and negative effect on exports, exposing 

the complex roots of corruption in the country's economic and business environment. The findings also 

exhibit a prominent effect of the labour productivity variable in Colombian exports, which should be 

considered by policymakers as a fundamental factor to promote this type of trade flow. Moreover, the 

impact of the FTAs harmed Colombian exports, a result that once again questions the effectiveness of this 

strategy to boost the country's exports and, therefore, balance its trade deficit. Concerning conclusions 

related to the effects of institutional distance on Colombian exports, the results confirm that the greater 

the differences in governance, the smaller the export flows. This finding is pertinent due to the notable 

institutional distance it has with its main trading partners. This conclusion should draw the attention of 

policymakers, since the improvement of institutional quality, as already mentioned, not only has a positive 

effect on exports but also on the reduction of the institutional distance with its partners, and therefore, 

in the promotion of this trade flow. All in all, in light of the discussion on the importance of institutional 

quality to promote Colombian exports, it is relevant to bear in mind that Colombia is a country that has 

had an internal armed conflict for more than half a century, which still prevails through new mechanisms 

of struggle, and subsequently, influence the state of national institutions and their evolution in different 

forms. In this regard, policymakers should focus their efforts on improving the legal framework of the 

country, and therefore, its legal system, which provides serious guarantees of compliance of contracts 

and protection of private property. Similarly, policymakers should focus their efforts on promoting market 

competition and, therefore, on the implementation of policies that improve the standards of 

competitiveness and quality of business processes in the private sector. 

Conclusions related to Section 3.3. “Trade agreement and trade specialization between Colombia and the 

EU” show that the entry into force of the FTA between the parties does not have statistical significance 

on Colombian exports, but it boosted Colombian imports, reflecting a deepening of the Colombian trade 
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deficit with the EU countries. These results are confirmed by the performance of Colombian exports and 

imports to and from these countries, which reflect a clear trend towards a deepening of the Colombian 

trade deficit. Furthermore, the findings confirm that both Colombian exports and imports with the EU 

show a pattern of inter-industry trade that is related to the Heckscher-Ohlin (H-O) model (Abreo et al., 

2022b). The conclusion was confirmed by the inclusion in the gravity models of different proxy variables 

that measure the effect of factor endowments of the countries involved in their trade. These findings are 

corroborated due to the type of goods that are traded between Colombia and the EU countries, which 

have a clear orientation toward inter-industry trade. In this regard, Colombian policymakers should focus 

their efforts on increasing international trade (both exports and imports) towards those EU countries 

where significant differences in factor endowments have been identified due to the pattern of inter-

industry trade between the parties. 

In general, the empirical research confirms an adverse effect of the Colombian trade liberalisation process 

evidenced in the deepening of the country's trade balance. However, if it is analysed by type of traded 

good, it is observed that this process has promoted exports of non-fuel goods, although the growth of 

imports of this type of goods is greater. It also indicates that improving the country's institutional quality 

could be an important factor in promoting its exports. Additionally, it exhibits a prominent effect of the 

labour productivity variable as the one capable of significantly increasing its exports. Furthermore, the 

empirical analysis of one of the most important trade agreements for the country establishes that this 

factor does not generate any (insignificant) effect on Colombian exports to the EU, although it promotes 

its imports. Finally, the analysis of this trade agreement and the factor endowment of the countries 

involved establishes that the trade pattern between the parties is related to intra-industry trade. 
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