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In a world where shipping lanes are as politically charged as battle lines, BlackRock’s $22.8
billion bid to take control of ports at both ends of the Panama Canal has become far more than
just a headline-making infrastructure deal. It’s now a front-row example of how finance,
geopolitics, and global trade are deeply intertwined.

The deal — spearheaded by BlackRock in partnership with Global Infrastructure Partners (GIP)
and Terminal Investment Limited (TiL) — aims to acquire a 90% stake in Panama Ports
Company from Hong Kong-based CK Hutchison Holdings. This would give the consortium
control over the Balboa and Cristdbal terminals, sitting like sentinels at the Pacific and Atlantic
mouths of the Panama Canal.

However, this is just part of a much larger transaction. The consortium is also acquiring an 80%
stake in CK Hutchison's broader global port portfolio, which spans 45 port facilities across 23
countries, including locations in Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and the Americas. Notably, the
deal excludes CK Hutchison’s assets in Hong Kong and mainland China.

Subject to the regulatory clearances and court ruling, the transaction may close in late 2025 or
shortly thereafter, though delays are plausible considering the heightened scrutiny and
persisting judicial proceeding in Panama.

It's a deal that has commanded hot attention not merely from Wall Street, but Washington and
Beijing, too.

A Strategic Chokepoint
The Panama Canal has long been one of the world's most important waterways, linking the
Pacific and Atlantic oceans and carrying an estimated 6% of global commerce. Whoever
controls the flow of cargo through the canal has enormous leverage over world supply chains.

For years, Panama’s ports have been operated by CK Hutchison, a Hong Kong-based
conglomerate whose links to Beijing have raised eyebrows in Western capitals. Now,



BlackRock’s move to acquire control marks a potential strategic shift — one that former U.S.
President Donald Trump has been quick to champion.

Trump supported the bid in public remarks, framing it as a way of "taking back the canal" and
reducing Chinese presence in the area. His administration had already protested China's
growing presence in Latin America, and the deal perfectly fits into this narrative.

Trump doubled down on this stance in his January 2025 inauguration, saying that the U.S. would
"reclaim the Panama Canal," and that it was "falling into the wrong hands." In a subsequent
congressional address, he went further still, saying that his administration was actually
"reclaiming the canal" via the BlackRock-backed port acquisition. His words have been
followed up with action in Congress, where the Panama Canal Repurchase Act was introduced,
an effort to legalize U.S. action toward the reacquisition of the canal zone.

These comments have also triggered tensions with Panama itself. President José Raul Mulino
responded firmly, guaranteeing that the canal remains in Panamanian hands and will not be
given away. In the meantime, the recent visit of the U.S. Defense Secretary to Panama reiterated
Washington's strategic interest in the region, indicating that the BlackRock agreement is just
part of a wider pushback against China's maritime influence.

China Responds
Beijing has not taken the development lightly. Chinese regulators have launched an antitrust
review of the deal, scrutinizing its potential impacts. At the same time, reports have emerged
that Chinese shipping giants — including Cosco and China Merchants — are eyeing a counter-
bid, or at least alternative strategies to maintain China’s influence over critical ports worldwide.

Chinese media have been blunt, describing the BlackRock-led bid as part of a U.S.-led effort to
"contain" China's rise on the international stage. If Beijing feels pushed out of the Panama
Canal, expect further reaction — perhaps in the form of rival infrastructure bids across Latin
America or increased investment in alternative trade routes, for instance.

Indeed, some experts see this deal as emblematic of a larger pattern: a high-stakes chess game
where ports, railways, and maritime lanes are the pieces in play.

Legal Storms in Panama

Yet for all the geopolitical drama, the deal’s fate is not solely in Washington or Beijing’s hands.
Panama itself holds the key, and things are complicated.

The country’s Comptroller General has raised serious questions about the original 2021
renewal of CK Hutchison’s concession. A recent audit suggested that the Hong Kong firm may
owe Panama roughly $300 million in unpaid fees. Moreover, Panama’s Attorney General has
declared the existing contract unconstitutional, and the matter is now before the nation’s
Supreme Court.

Until Panama’s highest court rules, the BlackRock consortium’s ambitious plans remain in
limbo.



Observers warn that the legal process could take months, if not longer, leaving BlackRock and
its partners navigating a cloud of uncertainty.

Private Equity’s Port Playbook
Beyond geopolitics, the deal reflects a broader trend of private capital flowing into hard
infrastructure. Ports themselves are becoming too good to resist for private equity and
institutional investors looking for long-term, stable returns.

With supply chains rebounding from pandemic-era disruptions and other emerging threats,
ports offer both steady cash flow and strategic value. BlackRock's offer, while ambitious, is
consistent with its growing expansion into infrastructure investing around the world.

A Deal That Could Redefine Global Shipping

At its essence, the BlackRock port deal is about much more than cranes and containers. It's a
test case for how financial power can determine geopolitical results — and how countries will
balance the advantages of foreign investment with the risks of foreign control.

If the deal goes through, it will send a strong signal that the U.S. and its allies are willing to use
capital markets to counterbalance China’s Belt and Road ambitions. If it falls apart, it could
embolden Beijing to double down on its own global port investments.

Either way, the ripple effects will be felt across global trade routes for years to come.

For now, all eyes are on Panama’s Supreme Court — and on the shadow chess match unfolding
between two superpowers, played out on the docks of a tiny but crucial isthmus.



