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Abstract 

- - - -  

The competitiveness system in Eastern Antioquia includes some variables and factors that 

demand a more detailed analysis than the one provided in this document, which describes 

the subregion competitiveness and offers details about some of its more relevant elements, 

especially those related to flight connections to the world, free trade zones, exports 

capabilities, GDP, infrastructure, business indicators, and land management. 

 

Nations do not compete. Competition is carried out by companies and 

productive sectors. 

Michael E. Porter 
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Author's Objective 

- - - -  

To produce a consultation document that 

helps with the development of strategies 

in order to promote the region's 

competitive capabilities. 
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Document's Objective 
 

To produce a list of some of the most important competitive factors of Eastern Antioquia 

so that it can be consulted and used for analysis by the private, public, and academic 

sectors. 

 

 

Introduction 
 

In 2006, a significant goal established by the National System of Competitiveness and 

Innovation was that, by 2030, Colombia will be amongst the top three competitive countries 

in Latin America. The 2019 Global Competitiveness Report by the World Economic Forum 

places Colombia as the fourth most competitive economy in the region. However, in 2020 

the outlook is different and the COVID-19 crisis has forced a change in stakes, projects, 

and forecasts around the globe. 

 

As one of the nine subregions of the department, with 23 municipalities divided into four 

areas: Altiplano, Embalses [Dams], Bosques [Forests], and Páramos, Eastern Antioquia 

has, in turn, set its own goal of being a competitive territory by 2050, through the creation 
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of sustainable development and competitiveness initiatives, that aim to the strengthening 

of the development in the territory. 

 

By 2019, Eastern Antioquia was, after the Aburrá Valley, a subregion of great economic 

importance, contributing 8.85% to the department's GDP. The Altiplano area has a GDP 

of COP $7,887 billion, which means 71.01% of Eastern Antioquia GDP. In second place 

is the Embalses area, which produces 15.39%, COP $1,710 billion; followed by Páramo 

with COP $1,200 billion (10.80%); and Bosques with 2.79%, that is COP $310 billion. Per 

capita GDP in 2018 was an estimated of COP $19,068,280. Additionally, seven of the 

subregion's municipalities —Guatapé, San Carlos, El Peñol, El Retiro, Rionegro, Sonsón 

y Guarne— have a per capita GDP above the average in Eastern Antioquia.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Description of Eastern Antioquia 

Competitive Advantages 
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Eastern Antioquia plays a decisive role in the department and the nation's development. 

The region is a node of the energy and electricity system of the Colombian south-west, due 

to its abundance in water resources, its six dams and five hydroelectric power plants —

Playas, Guatapé, San Carlos, Jaguas, y Calderas—, which provide 26% of the electric 

power for the country and 68% of that for the department.  

In addition, Eastern Antioquia has great touristic potential on account of its rich 

biodiversity and its abundant natural and water resources. Having historic and scenic 

resources available to the public allows for a diverse touristic offer to visitors, such as the 

Piedra de El Peñol, the Guatapé Dam and the Tequendamita waterfall, 7 kilometers 

[approximately 4.4 miles] out of El Retiro. Several tourist routes are offered in Eastern 

Antioquia: The Cultural and Arts-and-Crafts Route, in the Altiplano area; The Nature, 

Water and Stones Route, in the Embalses area; and The History, Paramos, and Hot Springs 

Route, in the Páramo area. 

The region is also a node in Colombia's road system, connecting Bogotá with the Atlantic 

and Pacific Coasts, the East and the West of the country. It also has roadway corridors 

that connect the 23 municipalities of the territory, as well as roads that connect the region 

with two of the most important urban areas in Colombia: Bogotá and Medellín. 

Eastern Antioquia has the potential and the capabilities for agricultural production of 

fruits and vegetables such as strawberries, potatoes, bell peppers, beets, cabbages, 

avocados, carrots, tomatoes, green beans, blackberries, borojós, uchuvas, guavas, and 

lulos. All these products are well-known around the country; therefore, the region has 

become the agricultural provider for Antioquia, the Atlantic Coast region, Valle del Cauca, 

and the Magdalena Medio region. 

But, in addition to the aforementioned products sold in Colombia, Eastern Antioquia's 

agro-industry also exports flowers, especially from La Ceja. This municipality produces 

flowers such as hydrangeas, roses, pom poms, chrysanthemums, and astromelias, which 

are exported mainly to the United States —including Puerto Rico.  

Eastern Antioquia industrialization process has been subject to the region's growth and 

fast development of the services infrastructure during the last few decades. This region is 
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home to an international airport, a free trade zone, and research centers. José María 

Córdova is the most important airport in Antioquia and the second most important in the 

country. Through this air terminal —which started operations on June 30th, 1985— 

circulated 8,004,887 passengers in 2018. 

Its mountainous geography and fertile soils have easy access to cellphone technologies. 

Furthermore, CORNARE [Corporación Autónoma Regional de las Cuencas de los ríos 

Negro y Nare], an organization that works to protect natural resources, clean production, 

environmental education, and community participation, is based on the region as well. It 

was established on December 28th, 1983 and its headquarters are located in El Santuario. 

Eastern Antioquia is home, as well, to some productive and community guild associations 

that work towards the strengthening of the region's economy, the corporate organization 

of productive sectors. There are also in the region some recognized production chains that 

keep competitiveness agreements in fields such as tourism, dairy products, Hass avocado, 

creative industries, textile industries, and aeronautical industries, amongst others. 

In summary, Eastern Antioquia has advantages that are marked, not only by its geography 

and other nature-related features such as water sources, landscapes, and soil fertility, 

which are, admittedly, some of its greatest strengths. Those advantages are also given by 

the education system coverage operating at every formation level, which has contributed 

to the region's industrialization. 

Its elementary education institutions, for example, have been honored as some of the best 

in the department. Moreover, in the region are located several technical training institutes, 

vocational schools, and higher education institutions, such as Universidad de Antioquia 

—El Carmen de Viboral branch—, Universidad Católica de Oriente, Universidad EAFIT 

—Llanogrande branch—, Institución Universitaria Esumer —El Retiro branch—, 

Politécnico Jaime Isaza Cadavid —Rionegro branch—, and SENA in several 

municipalities of the area. 

Other factors that contribute to the region's competitiveness are its potential to become a 

metropolitan area and airport territory, its cultural richness, the prospective international 

markets for its products, and the creativity and innovation of its inhabitants and companies. 
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Leading Competitive Advantages 
The previous section mentioned Eastern Antioquia competitive advantages in different 

areas. However, some of these advantages are considered to contribute more in 

highlighting the region's competitiveness. Some of the leading advantages are: 

1- Flight Connections to the World 

The most important factor which has allowed for such significant international trade 

processes is, without a doubt, the logistic benefits given by the proximity to the José María 

Córdova International Airport, as well as the quantity and quality of freight transportation 

services in the area. Additionally, Eastern Antioquia is home to numerous industries that 

make the most of the logistic competitive advantages offered by the region. 

José María Córdova —JMC— International Airport is located in the San Nicolás Valley, 

in Rionegro town, Eastern Antioquia. It is 8 kilometers (almost 5 miles) away from the 

municipality's main park; and 40 kilometers (about 25 miles) from Medellín through the 

road to Bogotá, 45 kilometers (30 miles) via Las Palmas road, and 28 kilometers (a little 

more than 17 miles) via Santa Elena road. 

Many international flights depart from JMC to destinations such as the United States, 

Madrid, Curaçao, Panama, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Peru; as well as domestic flights to 

the main cities in Colombia: Bogotá, Cali, Barranquilla, Cartagena, Santa Marta, and San 

Andrés. 

Freight transportation is another strength of this air terminal: most of the region's 

agricultural products, such as flowers, are dispatched from JMC. The airport offers flights 

to different countries in South, Central and North America, as well as other services such 

as seasonal and charter flights to some European countries. 

Since its opening in 1985 and until 1990, JMC experienced a high passenger and freight 

traffic. And, when the Olaya Herrera Airport re-opened to the public, JMC saw a reduction 

of its activities. But, since 1993, the airport's air operations have increased, especially 

those to other countries, due to the arrival of the international airlines American Airlines, 
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LAN, Taca, Insel Air, and others; and to the higher international flight frequencies by 

Avianca and AeroRepública —along with its ally, Copa. 

New developments around the José María Córdova airport provide a new outlook to its 

surroundings; therefore, more rigorous planning is required in terms of use of the territory 

and the means of transportation that allow for a total integration of the airport, its resulting 

development, and the subregion. 

Infrastructure in Eastern Antioquia is unique in the department; the developments around 

the airport must be guarded in terms of urban development, roads designing, localization 

of companies from different productive sectors, security, and road connections in which 

JMC becomes the central axis of a road network connecting the subregion with Medellín 

and with other surrounding municipalities. 

2- Free Trade Zone - Rionegro 

Up until 1991, Free Trade Zones in Colombia were owned exclusively by the state. 

Pursuing a more efficient and effective operation, by means of the Act 7 of 1991, the 

government assigned the promotion, development, and operation of free trade zones to the 

private sector. 

And in 1993, the Rionegro Free Trade Zone was born thanks to the endorsement of the 

industry of Antioquia. To make this project a reality, it was necessary to seek support from 

several Colombian companies, such as Suramericana de Seguros, Cementos Argos, 

Fabricato, Coltejer, ConConcreto, and Leonisa. These organizations joined the project as 

partners, thus establishing a strong, high-credibility business group. Nowadays, these 

companies are still part of the project, being their participation a guarantee of strength 

and reliability. 

Promotora Nacional de Zonas Francas S.A. was the organization appointed by the 

Ministry of Foreign Trade [today known as Ministry of Commerce, Industry and Tourism] 

to be the operator of the Free Trade Zone in Rionegro. As such, the following duties were 

entrusted to the entity: 

● To run, manage, supervise, promote, and develop the free trade zone. 
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● To designate industrial and commercial users. 

● To manage operations of ingress/egress of goods from and into the free trade zone. 

● To monitor and control everything entering or leaving the free trade zone and to 

issue the integration certificates. 

On the other hand, the objectives of the Rionegro Free Trade Zone are: 

● To be a development pole which foster competitiveness in the region. 

● To foster production of goods or services destined mainly to international markets 

and secondarily to internal markets. 

● To develop highly productive and competitive industrial processes. 

● To promote the creation of economies of scale. 

● To act as a medium for the creation of jobs and a way to attract new capital 

investments. 

● To simplify goods and services trade procedures in order to facilitate their sale 

process. 

The Rionegro Free Trade Zone is located in Antioquia, 30 kilometers out of Medellín (18.6 

miles). It is situated alongside the José María Córdova International Airport which serves 

the department's capital. 

The free trade zone can be accessed via three different roads from Medellín, two of which 

have excellent features such as a double lane and public lightning. 

The following are some of the distances from the free trade zone to some cities in Colombia: 

● Buenaventura: 602 km (374 mi) 

● Cartagena: 705 km (438 mi) 

● Bogotá: 473 km (294 mi) 

The Rionegro Free Trade Zone offers the necessary infrastructure in order to provide the 

best settling conditions and facilities for its users. 

2.1- Strategic Location 



12 

 

 

Easy-to-access strategic location thanks to its proximity to JMC International Airport and 

its road connections to the main roads and highways in the Colombia. 

Location of the Free Trade Zone Rionegro 

 

Source: Rionegro Free Trade Zone, 2015. 

● Training classrooms. 

● Comprehensive safety system. 

● SENA Internal Training Center. 

● Qualified labor. 

● Banking facilities onsite. 

● Communications and cutting-edge technology. 

● Exclusive aqueduct and sewage plants. 

● Power substation, purchase of blocks of energy at a level of 44. 

● Adequate utilities for the industrial sector at the best rates of the market. 

● Onsite foreign trade services, such as DIAN-Free Trade Zone group, SIAS, storage, 

distribution centers, and others. 

2.2- Benefits of the Free Trade Regime 

The free trade regime offers two main benefits: 
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1- Taxation benefits: 

● Industrial users pay a 15% flat rate for corporate income taxes (for local or 

international sales). Goods and services sales within the country to industrial users 

are VAT [IVA by its Spanish initials] exempted (Tax Statute, section 481, Act 1004 

of 2005). 

● Income tax will not be deducted from the partners’ dividends once the company has 

paid its tax. 

● Benefits offered by the Tax Statute also apply to free trade zones qualified users, for 

example: 

● 40% discount of income tax for investment in productive fixed assets. 

● Tax discount on financial transactions. 

2- Customs benefits: 

● Customs extraterritoriality. 

● Exemption on customs tariff for capital, consumable goods, and parts coming from 

abroad. 

● Tax exemption and unlimited storage for foreign goods. 

● Partial tax payment for received goods that are to be immediately used in Colombia. 

● Partial processing of goods within the national customs territory [TAN by its 

Spanish initials] exempt from customs tariff and procedures payments. 

● Partial nationalization of goods. Possibility of grouping several transport 

documents in one import declaration. 

● Supply of goods from free trade zones to free trade warehouses and onboard 

provisions warehouses, meant for consumption or to go. 

● Possibility to use the customs transit declaration [DTA by its Spanish initials] to 

transfer goods from ports and border crossings to a free trade zone. 

● Admission to the national customs territory [TAN] paying VAT [IVA] and tariffs on 

foreign goods. 

● Termination of temporary regimes in free trade zones. 

● Added value in free trade zone. 

● Added value in free trade zone is considered valid nation-wide. 
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● Simplified customs processes. 

● The Goods Movement Form issued by the user operator acts as Export Declaration 

[DEX] when sending goods out of the country. 

 

 

3- Per Capita GDP Higher than National Average 
 

National per capita GDP in 2018 was COP $17,695,974, while that in Antioquia was COP 

$21,200,320. Eastern Antioquia has an estimated per capita GDP of COP $19,068,280. 

Individual town analysis show that seven municipalities (Guatapé, San Carlos, El Peñol, 

El Retiro, Rionegro, Sonsón, and Guarne) have a per capita GDP higher than the 

subregional average. 

This has allowed for a consolidation, year-over-year, of a subregional internal market 

which attracts companies and business entrepreneurships. 

GDP evolution, according to CCOA's estimates, are: 

 

Source: Concepto Económico 2019 (CCOA, 2020) 

 

4- Eastern Tunnel [Túnel de Oriente] 
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The Eastern Tunnel is a mega construction that started operations in 2019, which enabled 

22.3 additional road kilometers (almost 14 miles). They are divided into three tunnels, 1,9 

kilometers (1.2 miles) in nine viaducts, two roadway system interchanges, and four 

roadway kilometers (2.5 miles).  

The tunnel meant an investment of COP $1.1 trillion, making it one of the most remarkable 

constructions in Colombia, for it is the longest tunnel in South America. It is expected to 

revitalize Antioquia's economy and competitiveness.  

The tunnel connects two regions: The Aburrá Valley (where Medellín is located) and the 

San Nicolás Valley (where Rionegro is located). This new tunnel will optimize mobility to 

the extent of reducing the trip Medellín-José María Córdova Airport from 45 minutes to 

only 18. According to Gobernación de Antioquia, “it will revitalize the economy, giving a 

boost to the industrial, agricultural, and touristic development of the department.” It will, 

in addition, attract more private investors from nearby municipalities. 

Infographic. Technical details and construction chronology  
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Source: La República, 2019 

 

5- Important Road Connections amongst Municipalities 
 

Classic theories about location of economic activities and about spatial economy mention 

—with some discrepancies— how important location is for businesses: some try to get 

closer to the market and some others to their supplies. Digitalization and 

telecommunications produce new effects on the business outlook. 

 

Even so, they emphasize on the significance of roadway connections for industries, 

agriculture and tourism. Taking into consideration that roadways still play an important 
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role in a region's competitiveness, here are some reasons why Eastern Antioquia is 

competitive on this matter: 

5.1- Medellín-Bogotá Highway and Other Roads along the Altiplano and the Bosques 

Areas 

Devimed has the concession for the main access roads to the towns in these two areas, with 

the exception of some small sections and access roads. 

The DEVIMED Consortium is a public limited company constituted by 

Colombian firms Fiducolombia S.A., Pavimentar S.A., Procopal S.A., and 

Equipos Universal S.A. Its object is the concession of contract number 0275-96, 

signed with the National Roads Institute [Instituto Nacional de Vías - INVÍAS]. 

The objective of said contract is to design, build, and operate the national road 

network in the east of Medellín and the Rionegro Valley; including maintenance 

and operation works of the El Santuario – Glorieta Caño Alegre section, on the 

Medellín-Bogotá highway. 

This operator is in charge of some of the main roads connecting municipalities in Eastern 

Antioquia. The following road connections data allows for a better understanding of the 

advantages of the region on this subject: 
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Source: Devimed, 2015 

 

These roads connect the altiplano with the towns located along the highway corridor. 

 

It is worth mentioning that the main access roads to El Carmen de Viboral and San Vicente 

are not subject to concessions; however, they are mentioned in the graphic below.  

 

This graphic illustrates the aforementioned roads, showing how the road network connects 

and makes transportation possible amongst the different municipalities: 
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5.2 - Roads along the Embalses and Páramo Areas 

The previous section evidenced that the main roads to El Peñol, Guatapé, San Rafael, and 

San Carlos are managed by Devimed, providing adequate access to these municipalities 

by means of totally paved double way roads. These are complemented by other roads 

managed by the municipalities themselves and Gobernación de Antioquia. 

Municipalities with paved access: Guatapé, El Peñol, San Rafael, San Carlos, and 

Granada. 

Municipalities with roads in development, on the way to achieving 100% of paved roads: 

Concepción and Alejandría. In addition, some road connections between towns are 

pending development works. 

Regarding the Páramo area, the towns Sonsón and Abejorral have completely paved roads, 

while Argelia and Nariño's roads are still in development, with a few sections still to pave.  

6- Exports Capabilities 

Eastern Antioquia has 3.1% of the total exporting companies in Colombia; and it provides 

1.76% of the total FOB price —in dollars— of exports in non-mining-energy products 

(Ministry of Commerce, Industry and Tourism [Mincomercio], 2020). 

In 2019, Eastern Antioquia was home to 341 exporting companies, which produced a FOB 

price of USD $444,632,699. These companies are located in 13 municipalities within the 

subregion, concentrated mainly in Rionegro (100), La Ceja (79), and El Carmen de 

Viboral (65). Other towns with a lower number of companies are: Guarne (40), El Retiro 

(17), Marinilla (21), and La Unión (10). And lastly, with fewer companies: San Vicente 

Ferrer (2), Abejorral (1), San Francisco (1), San Rafael (1), Alejandría (1), and Sonsón 

(1). 

In addition to the foregoing, José María Córdova International Airport represents another 

competitive advantage, given that it facilitates logistic processes between the companies 

in the area and their clients and providers around the world. 

6.1- Exports per Municipality 
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Source: Information taken from exports database, by DANE 2019 and Registro Mercantil, 

Cámara de Comercio del Oriente Antioqueño [business registry database from Eastern 

Antioquia Chamber of Commerce]. 

Table develoed by: CCOA 

Exporting companies in Eastern Antioquia carried out 30,530 exports during 2019 to 101 

countries located in all five continents. 

 

6.2- Exports per Destination Country 
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Source: Information taken from exports database, by DANE 2019 and Registro Mercantil, 

Cámara de Comercio del Oriente Antioqueño [business registry database from Eastern 

Antioquia Chamber of Commerce]. 

 The United States is the region's main commercial partner. In 2019, this country was the 

destination of USD $187.8 million in exports, which meant 42% of the region's total.  They 

were 14,215 exports carried out by 255 companies. 

Only the main five commercial partners concentrate 70% of the total exports, with the 

highest amount of operations in two North American nations: the United States and 

Mexico, two South American countries: Ecuador and Chile, and one European destination: 

the Netherlands. 

 

 

6.3- Exports per Tariff Heading 

Eastern Antioquia is well-known for its product diversity and richness, proof of which are 

the 640 different goods that are exported around the world. The following table highlights 

the 10 most important exportation products and their participation in the region's total. 



22 

 

 

 

Source: Information taken from exports database, by DANE 2019 and Registro Mercantil, 

Cámara de Comercio del Oriente Antioqueño [business registry database from Eastern 

Antioquia Chamber of Commerce]. 

 Hydrangeas are the most exported product by companies in Eastern Antioquia. They 

represent 13.99% of the total exports of 2019 in the territory. 

Fresh flowers and buds, such as chrysanthemums, pom poms, roses, and other types of 

flowers, hold an important place in Eastern Antioquia exports. These are amongst the most 

exported products in the region with 20% of the total. 

Self-adhesives, polymer-based adhesives, and even adhesive rolls represent 21.51%; 

avocados, 6.85%; and medication,2.47% of the total exported. 
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Conclusions 

Eastern Antioquia is a subregion that has notable competitive advantages which foster the 

birth of new businesses and the creation of wealth. Attributes such as being home to the 

José Maria Córdova International Airport, the Eastern Tunnel, its highroad connectivity 

amongst municipalities, per capita GDP above the national average, a business sector 

focused on exports, a free trade zone, and its business growth dynamics, amongst other 

factors, make of this territory a favorable place for the social and economic development 

of its inhabitants.  

It is important to notice that this document does not do justice to the amount of advantages 

of this territory and it falls short on establishing the differences amongst the competitive 

and comparative advantages of each municipality and zone of the subregion. This is merely 

a compilation that allows for a better understanding of Eastern Antioquia and what the 

region means to the department, the country, and its inhabitants in terms of 

competitiveness. 
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Additional Information 

 

Duvan Correa Villegas 

Competitiveness Professional Cámara de Comercio del Oriente Antioqueño 

Email: pr.competitividad@ccoa.org.co 

 

Sandy Carvajal 

Competitiveness Assistant Cámara de Comercio del Oriente Antioqueño 

Email: au.competitividad2@ccoa.org.co 
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