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BlackRock strikes $23 billion deal to place Panama Canal
ports under American control

Updated on: March 5, 2025 / 7:34 AM EST / CBS/AP

The Hong Kong-based conglomerate that operates ports near the Panama Canal has
agreed to sell shares of its units that operate the ports to a consortium including
BlackRock Inc., after President Trump alleged Chinese interference with the
operations of the critical shipping lane. 

In a press release, CK Hutchison Holding said Tuesday that it would sell all shares in
Hutchison Port Holdings and all shares in Hutchison Port Group Holdings, in a deal
valued at $22.8 billion. The two units hold 80% of the Hutchison Ports group that
operates 43 ports in 23 countries, including two of the four major ports that exist
along the Panama Canal. The deal will give the BlackRock consortium control over 43
ports in 23 countries, including Mexico, the Netherlands, Egypt, Australia, Pakistan
and elsewhere.

The consortium, comprised of BlackRock, Global Infrastructure Partners and
Terminal Investment Limited will acquire 90% interests in Panama Ports Company,
which owns and operates the ports of Balboa and Cristobal in Panama, according to
the filing. 
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"This agreement is a powerful illustration of BlackRock and GIP's combined platform
and our ability to deliver differentiated investments for clients. These world-class
ports facilitate global growth," BlackRock CEO Larry Fink said in a joint
announcement with TilL of the deal. "Through our deep connectivity to organizations
like Hutchison and MSC/TIL and governments around the world, we are increasingly
the first call for partners seeking patient, long-term capital. We are thrilled our clients
can participate in this investment.

In January, U.S. Sen. Ted Cruz, the Republican chair of the Senate Committee on
Commerce, Science and Transportation, raised concerns that China could exploit or
block passage through the canal and that the ports "give China ready observation
posts" to take action. "This situation, I believe, posts acute risks for U.S. national
security," Cruz said.
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U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio visited Panama in early February and told
President José Raúl Mulino that Panama had to reduce Chinese influence over the
canal or face potential retaliation from the United States. Mulino rejected the idea
that China had any control over canal operations.

Panama quit China's Belt and Road Initiative following Rubio's visit, drawing
condemnation from Beijing.

Mr. Trump touted the move in his address to a joint session of Congress Tuesday
night, saying that "to further enhance our national security, our administration will be
reclaiming the Panama Canal, and we've already started doing it."
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"Just today, a large American company announced they are buying both ports around
the Panama Canal, and lots of other things having to do with the Panama Canal, and a
couple of other canals," the president said.

Victory for Trump

With 40 million container ships passing through every year, the Panama Canal — a 51
mile waterway that cuts through Central America, linking the Atlantic and the Pacific
oceans — is vital to the U.S. economy. Disputes over the canal were first sparked in
2024 when Mr. Trump, then a presidential candidate, made accusations that Chinese
companies have taken control of the ports. 

But while much attention was focused on Mr. Trump's threat to retake control of the
canal, his administration trained its sights on Hutchison Ports, the Hong Kong-based
consortium that manages the canal's key ports, at either end of the canal. As a result
of BlackRock's deal with CK Hutchison Holding, those two key ports will be placed
under American control. 

The United States is the canal's largest user, with about 70% of shipping traffic going
through the canal either coming to or from the U.S. Its second largest user is China.

Hutchison Ports had recently been awarded a 25-year no-bid extension to run the
ports, but an audit looking at that extension was already underway. Observers
believed the audit was a preliminary step toward eventually rebidding the contract,
but rumors had swirled in recent weeks that a U.S. firm close to the White House was
being lined up to take over.
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