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Miguel Gómez Mont Urueta has put roofs over the
heads of half a million of Mexico’s working poor. As
chief executive of Corporación GEO, the country’s
largest low-income housing developer, he expects to

put up many more. Mexico needs at least 5 million more
houses and apartments. This year, GEO is building 19,000
two-bedroom homes in attractive developments that cluster
houses and apartments with schools, shops, and cultural cen-
ters. Since the houses are modular, purchasers can easily

upgrade them as their
family’s fortunes im-
prove. “We want to do
for housing what Hen-

ry Ford did for the automobile,” says Gómez Mont.
And profit from it. GEO, long a contractor for Mexico’s

public housing authority, has tripled its sales since 1993,
when the government got out of the housing business, to $246
million last year. Its stock has risen to $25.80 from $17.50
when it went public in 1994. Now, GEO is taking its low-cost
formula to Chile and to poor southern U. S. communities.
“We can compete with anybody,” says the 44-year-old Gómez
Mont, who runs the company with six other directors in a col-
legial style that is rare for Latin America.

GEO is one of Latin America’s corporate stars. A decade af-
ter most governments in the region began opening their
markets to trade, competition, and investment, a new breed of

Latin American company is making its mark. Many are niche
operators building a booming business as they serve a rising
consumer class. Run by a generation of relatively young and
internationally savvy managers, they are expanding rapidly
not just at home but throughout the region.

Others are long established groups that had been written
off as dinosaurs. Mexico’s Alfa, for instance, has turned itself
from a bloated conglomerate into a focused, profitable maker
of steel and auto parts. Technology-driven groups such as
Mexican software developer Softtek are exploiting low costs
and NAFTA connections to supplant Asian suppliers to U. S.
companies (page 48). Indeed, the region’s corporate strength
contrasts sharply with the problems in Southeast Asia, where
heavy debt has caused widespread distress among companies. 

BUSINESS WEEK has taken a close-up look at the new
Latin American corporation. Based on scores of interviews
with CEOs, fund managers, and business consultants, we
have identified companies that stand out as leaders in the re-
gion. They include new Latin multinationals whose clout is
expanding as trade barriers fall. Others are companies that
are zeroing in on the region’s new consumer class. Innova-
tors and entrepreneurs, meanwhile, are tapping a nascent
flow of risk capital, while blue chips reinvent themselves to
match foreign competition 
(tables). As state companies have privatized, billions of dol-
lars of assets have landed in private hands. That has 
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1996 NET SALES
COMPANY / COUNTRY SALES* PROFIT N FOREIGN
INDUSTRY EMPLOYEES MILLIONS MILLIONS N DOMESTIC MAJOR SHAREHOLDERS STRATEGY

ARCOR / Argentina 10,000 $914 $40 Pagani, Maranzana, Seveso, Lower costs to compete 
Candy and foods, packaging d 3% f 20%** and Brizio families, 100% globally by investing 90% of 
CEO: Luis A. Pagani profits in technology and

integrating vertically

•BIMBO / Mexico 45,000 $1,920 $108 Servitje and Mata families, Use homegrown distribution 
Baked goods d 16% d 165% 13 other families expertise to expand 
CEO: Daniel Servitje Montull throughout Latin America

•CEMEX / Mexico 20,500 $3,390 $981 Zambrano family, 30% Adapt world-class technology 
Cement d 5% d 3% to manufacturing in diverse 
CEO: Lorenzo Zambrano markets from U.S. to

Philippines

•ENERSIS / Chile 14,300 $2,730 $249 Chilean pension funds, 33.4%; Win 20% of regional electri-
Electricity distribution d 48% d 2% Endesa (Spain), 26% city market by aggressive 
CEO: José Yuraszek acquisitions with partners

•ITAU / Brazil 31,400 $31,000*** $579 Parent company Itausa,  Expand at home and in 
Banking d 31% d 58% controlled by Villela and Argentina by stressing service 
CEO: Roberto Setubal Setubal families, owns 77.6% such as first ATM card usable 

in both countries

•PROVIDA / Chile 5,100 $5,400† $23.8 CorpGroup, 38%; Bank of Earn 35% of profits from 
Private pension fund d 13% f 5%†† New York, 35.3% abroad within 5 years, by
CEO: Gustavo Alcalde launching funds in other

Latin countries 

•SIDERCA / Argentina 3,900 $729 $175 Techint Group, 76%; public, Exploit synergies within $5.5 
Seamless pipe d 8% d 440% 24% billion Techint Group, 
CEO: Paolo Rocca including Italian and Mexican

subsidiaries

• Publicly traded *Current market exchange rates. Mexican data at yearend 1996 rate **Large investments required in 1996 to meet rising competition in Argentina; expect 12% profit gain in 1997
*** Assets † Funds under management †† One-time rebates under pension law raised 1995 profit

CROSS-BORDER PACESETTERS

Many of these winners were shaped by the free-market
reforms that followed the debt crisis of 1982
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allowed once floundering companies such as Brazilian 
aircraft maker Embraer to thrive.

What all these companies share is the conviction that they
must equal their global rivals in technology, productivity,
and entrepreneurial 
drive. With multinational heavyweights encroaching fast,
Latin companies know that in many sectors, they must grow
or perish. In electric utilities, where foreign competition is
fierce, “Latin America is for big players now,” says Ricardo
Alvial Muñoz, director of investor relations for Chilean energy
conglomerate Enersis, which supplies electricity to 32 million

people throughout the
region (page 49). 

While few Latin
companies are well-

known beyond the region’s borders, that’s starting to change.
Mexico’s Cemex recently bought a stake in a Philippine ce-
ment maker, extending its earlier march into Europe and the
U. S. Smaller, but no less competitive, is Brazilian textile
maker Coteminas, whose state-of-the-art factories are turn-
ing out garments that undersell even Chinese rivals. “A
number of Latin American companies have figured out how
to be world-class competitors,” says Monterrey-based Rober-
to Batres, head of consultant Arthur D. Little Inc.’s Latin
American division. “They have done everything possible to
lower their costs, become more efficient and productive,
and export all they can.”
CRISIS RESPONSE. What shaped many of these winners—and
wiped out thousands of others—was the financial squeeze of
the 1982 debt crisis and the ensuing free-market reforms
that stripped away trade barriers and subsidies in many

countries. The sur-
vivors ditched prod-
ucts in which they
had no chance of com-
peting, plowed all
available resources
into cutting-edge tech-
nology, and sent
promising young exec-
utives abroad for
MBAs. Many went
public and learned
how to communicate
with investors. With the return of corporate financing to the
region, these companies are thriving. 

Nowhere is this new Latin dynamism more evident than in
those companies chasing opportunities for cross-border in-
vestments. Economic opening has let companies leverage the
strengths they’ve developed at home by taking them abroad.
Chilean companies led the way, cashing in on the business
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BIG IN BRAZIL
Coteminas CEO
Gomes da Silva
uses the best
technology to
compete with
Asian textiles
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1996 NET SALES
COMPANY / COUNTRY SALES* PROFIT N FOREIGN
INDUSTRY EMPLOYEES MILLIONS MILLIONS N DOMESTIC MAJOR SHAREHOLDERS STRATEGY

CARSA / Peru 4,500 $433 –$6** Lucioni family, 100% Win lifelong customers by 
Sales of appliances & d 19% f selling on credit to the poor
homebuilding materials 
CEO: Guido Lucioni Chirinos

•ELEKTRA / Mexico 10,300 $557 $78 Salinas Price and Use knowhow in retailing to 
Appliances, home furnishings, d 20% d 58% Salinas Pliego families, 80% poor to tap other 
money transfers markets such as insurance; 
CEO: Pedro Padilla Longoria expand abroad

•GEO / Mexico 2,380 $174 $18 Luís Orvañanos Lascurain, Use innovative design and 
Low-income housing d 27% d 40% Miguel Gómez Mont, and 5 low costs to expand into 
CEO: Miguel Gómez Mont other directors, 45% South America and U.S.

•INTERAMERICANA DE 2,500 $47 $8 Group of 16 investors led Integrate all levels of busi-
ENTRETENIMIENTO (CIE) / Mexico d 2% d 81% by Soberón, 60% ness from operating stadiums
Live entertainment, advertising, to telemarketing; do same 
telemarketing with partners abroad
CEO: Alejandro Soberón Kuri

NATURA / Brazil 3,000*** $580 $20.4 Antonio Luiz Seabra, 38%; Expand in Latin American 
Cosmetics d 22% f 17%† Guilherme Peirão Leal, 36% and Asian markets; boost 
CEO: Antonio Luiz Seabra Brazilian market share with 

new factory

•ROSSI RESIDENCIAL/ Brazil 1,090 $126 $34 Trusts controlled by Joaõ Sell apartments priced from 
Homebuilding d 49% d 122% & Edmundo Rossi Cuppoloni, $27,000 to lower middle class
CEO: José Paim de Andrade Jr. 73% for 100 monthly installments

•SARAIVA / Brazil 1,650 $145 $16 Saraiva family, 96% of Cash in on rising literacy; 
Publishing, bookstore chain d 23% d 58% voting shares attract young customers to
CEO: Jorge Eduardo Saraiva bookstores with Internet cafés

* Current market exchange rates. Mexican data at 1996 yearend rate. **Loss due to startup costs in Colombia and Bolivia
***Plus 160,000 part-time salespeople † Profit decline due to costs of sales-force buildup and preparation for push abroad

MASS-MARKET PIONEERS
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knowhow they accumulated since they pioneered open mar-
kets in the mid-1970s. Flush with cash from fast growth and
a buoyant stock market, they have plowed more than $8
billion in the past five years into cross-border investments
from supermarkets to banking.

Chile’s pension fund managers have been among the most ag-
gressive emissaries, offering expertise they gained setting up

the region’s first privatized pension system. Countries from Ar-
gentina to Mexico have copied the model, and Chilean compa-
nies are front-runners. Provida, Chile’s biggest fund, with $5.4
billion in assets under management, has already captured 30%
of the market in Colombia and 25% in Peru. Last year, it
started a Mexican pension fund with local and Spanish partners.

Following the money is Chilean software developer Sonda.
With Digital Equipment Corp. as a 40% shareholder, it de-
signs software programs for pension funds and insurance
companies. Sonda was founded in 1974, when computers
were just being introduced in Chile, and began expanding
abroad a decade later. Now, 30% of its sales of $200 million
flow from foreign operations in eight countries. “The Chilean
market is small for software, and we needed a larger market
to be able to compete,” says co-owner Pablo Navarro.

Other companies are border-hopping with new factories and
distribution systems. Mexico’s Grupo Industrial Bimbo has for
decades baked and delivered bread and cakes to thousands of
mom-and-pop stores. Its 13,000 trucks travel unpaved roads to
towns and villages all over the country. Now, Bimbo vans are
carting locally baked bread throughout 11 countries, from
Guatemala to Argentina. “Globalization pushed us to go
abroad—we had no choice, even though it’s a risky proposi-
tion,” says President Rafael Velez Valadez. He first started in-
vesting abroad in 1990. Now, Bimbo earns 16% of its annual
$1.9 billion in sales outside Mexico.

Argentine candymaker Arcor has adopted the same strat-
egy. This year, it expects to top $1 billion in sales to 75
countries. Arcor started eyeing foreign markets in the
1970s, when Argentina was still a protected backwater.
“We brought in good technology and became very efficient in
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1996 NET SALES
COMPANY / COUNTRY SALES* PROFIT N FOREIGN
INDUSTRY EMPLOYEES MILLIONS MILLIONS N DOMESTIC MAJOR SHAREHOLDERS STRATEGY

•COTEMINAS / Brazil 5,350 $211** $63** Gomes da Silva family, through Boost market share by under- 
Textiles & garments d 45% d 21% holding company, 75% selling Asian imports of gar-
CEO: Josué Christiano Gomes da Silva ments such as T-shirts 

•EMBRAER / Brazil 3,400 $415 –$40*** Bozano, Simonsen investment Launch 37-seat jet to fatten 
Aircraft manufacturing d 15% d bank, 29%; Sistel pension $2.5 billion order book for 50-
CEO: Maurício Novis Botelho fund, 28.7%; Previ pension seaters, battling Canada’s 

fund, 27.9% Bombardier globally

EXCEL ECONOMICO / Brazil 7,000 $4,230 $26 Nasser family, 57%  Lure customers with 
Banking d202% f 68% † innovations such as credit 
CEO: Ezequiel Nasser cards allowing preferred

seats in theaters

•INEPAR / Brazil 4,500 $184 $34 56.5% of voting shares owned Combine engineering and 
Infrastructure d 6% d 244% by parent company in which investment banking in  
equipment & finance Oms family holds 62% infrastructure ventures;  
CEO: Atilano de Oms Sobrinho operate cable TV & telecoms

•INTERNACIONAL DE CERAMICA / 3,100 $164 $12 Almeida family, 35% Establish brand name 
Mexico d 23% d†† through exclusive stores; 
Ceramic tiles maintain strong U.S. 
CEO: Victor Almeida G. presence; invest in technology

SOFTTEK/ Mexico 1,800 $30 $4.3 Gerardo López García, 27%; Become provider of custom-
Software, technology consulting d 88% d 104% five partners, 5% each designed software to leading 
CEO: Gerardo López García U.S. firms

SONDA / Chile 2,150 $213 $15 to 20††† Andrés & Pablo Navarro, 60%; Push abroad following 
Customized software, d 40% NA Digital Equipment Corp., 40% pension-fund clients; target
computer retailing other users from banks to
CEO: Andrés Navarro traffic managers

* Current market exchange rates. Mexican data at yearend 1996 rates † Profit reduced by costs of Banco Econômico takeover
** Restated to include 1996 sales and profits of Wentex, taken over in 1997 †† $24 million loss in 1995

*** Loss reduced from $300 million in 1995; breakeven forecast in 1997 with 81% sales increase to $750 million ††† Estimate

ENTREPRENEURS & INNOVATORS
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order to compete with the rest of the
world from inside a closed country,”
says Daniel Feraud, general manager
of the international division. “We
were investing not for the Argentina
that was but for the Argentina that
would one day be.” 

To keep control of its costs and sup-
plies, Arcor raises its own dairy cows,
farms sugar-cane fields, and makes its

own packaging—a throwback to the
days when Argentina’s economy was
closed. With five factories throughout
Latin America, it plows more than
$60 million a year into regionwide ad-
vertising to hold onto its consumer
base. 

The ability to round up new customers is a skill the best of
the new Latin companies are honing. As growth has taken off
and inflation slowed, the region’s 470 million consumers are
demanding products and services that were once beyond
their reach. To be sure, there are big gaps in income across

the 
region’s 23 countries. While
Argentina boasts a per capita
income of over $6,000,
Nicaragua’s is less than $500. 

But incomes have been ris-
ing, often quickly. In Chile, in-
comes are up over 5% a year
since 1990. In Argentina, the
figure is 4.6%. Just to stroll the

shopping malls of Lima or São Paulo is to see that millions
of people are slowly moving up the income ladder from
grinding poverty toward the middle class. Latin America’s
new business class is tuned in to the new opportunities.
Sales are booming as they develop products for lower-income
families. Others are offering more sophisticated goods and
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GLOBAL PUSH
These days,
Mexico’s Bimbo
delivers its
baked goods in
11 countries
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1996 NET SALES
COMPANY / COUNTRY SALES* PROFIT N FOREIGN
INDUSTRY EMPLOYEES MILLIONS MILLIONS N DOMESTIC MAJOR SHAREHOLDERS STRATEGY

•ALFA / Mexico 28,700 $3,300 $500 Five branches of Garza Sada Focus on core manufacturing 
Steel, fibers, plastics, food, d 1% d 77% family to become world-class 
auto parts, telecoms producer; diversify into 
CEO: Dionisio Garza Medina telecoms with AT&T

CLARIN / Argentina 8,100 $1,350 $228 Ernestina Herra de Noble, Héctor Exploit synergies among 
Newspaper publishing, d 23% d 144% Magnetto, José Antonio Laranda, businesses, including cable 
cable TV, telecoms Lucio Pagliario and satellite TV, cell phones,
CEO: Héctor Horacio Magnetto basic phone service

•FREIOS VARGA / Brazil 3,000 $290 $9 Varga family, 66%; Solidify global supplier role
Auto parts d 21% d 264% LucasVarity (U.K.), 34% with joint ventures and 
CEO: Miguel Guazzelli de Araujo plants in U.S. & Argentina

•LA MODERNA / Mexico 11,960 $1,820 $115 Alfonso Romo, majority stake Push into agro-biotechnology, 
Biotechnology, packaging d 20% f 5%** financed by funds from sale of 
CEO: Alfonso Romo cigarette business

•MAVESA / Venezuela 3,150 $295 $30 Venezuelan families including Adapt product mix and 
Foods, cleaning products d 19% d 56% Nicholasha group, 42%; company structure to launch
CEO: Jonathan Coles ADR shareholders, 39.2% investment push abroad

•PEREZ COMPANC / Argentina 2,570 $1,410 $328 Perez Companc family and Integrate energy businesses 
Energy d 7% d 32% foundation, 53%; Maipu across the region, investing 
CEO: Oscar A. Vicente Inversora, 8% proceeds from real estate sales

•SANLUIS / Mexico 6,500 $236 $54 Group led by Antonio Madero Expand Rassini parts 
Auto parts, mining 13% 106% Bracho, 52% division, a leading Big Three 
CEO: Antonio Madero Bracho supplier, into South America

•USIMINAS / Brazil 8,860 $1,600 $250 Brazilian pension funds, 22.7%; Tighten ties with clients by 
Steelmaking f 5%*** f 28%*** Nippon Steel, 18.5%; employees, customizing top-quality steel
CEO: Rinaldo Campos Soares 18%; Vale do Rio Doce mining products to their 

company, 15.5% specifications

•YPF / Argentina 7,000 $5,940 $817 Public, 75%; Argentine Expand oil and gas 
Oil & gas d 20% d 3% government, 20%; Argentine investments in region and 
CEO: Roberto Monti provinces, 4% in U.S.; join Brazil’s Petrobras

in cross-border ventures
* Current market exchange rates. Mexican data at yearend 1996 rates. ** Sales of former tobacco subsidiary fell in 1996 as recession caused smokers to buy cheaper brands

***1997 sales recovery projected to $1,674, up 4%, and net profit of $280 million, up 12%, following 1996 steel price drop

BLUE CHIPS ON THE MOVE 


