
 

URUGUAY: Opportunities of Investment 
PHARMA & LIFE SCIENCES 

The pharmaceutical and health sector in Uruguay has had a remarkable expansion in recent 
years. Uruguayan exports of pharmaceutical products received a special boost with the 
installation of several companies in Zonamerica and Parque das Ciencias (both free zones). 
This regime has allowed for dynamic action and an important synergy between companies 
in the sector. 

More than 70 companies exported pharmaceutical products mainly to the region. Two-
thirds of total sales go to South America, with emphasis on Chile, Argentina and Ecuador. In 
total, exports of pharmaceutical products increased from US$ 109 million in 2008 to US$ 
227 million in 2018. This growth was accompanied by the variation in the production index, 
which showed positive variations over the period. 

The GDP of the pharmaceutical sector totaled US$ 306 million in 2018, growing 10% 
compared to 2017. The share of the GDP of the entire economy was 0.5%, while the share 
of the manufacturing industry was 4.4% - the largest in the historical record. 

The Free Zones regime has allowed a dynamic performance and an important synergy 
between companies in the sector. In this sense, exports from free zones had an average 
annual growth of 30% in the last decade, tripling the growth rate of the sector's total 
exports. Exports from Free Zones imply that these products enter them in transit, being able 
to carry out some intermediate operations, before being exported to other countries. In 
total, exports of pharmaceutical products increased from US$ 109 million in 2008 to US$ 
227 million in 2018. This growth was accompanied by the variation in the production index, 
which showed positive variations over the period. 

The country has positioned itself as a regional hub for the Southern Cone, offering 
important advantages for the location of Regional Distribution Centers; the geographic 
location is one of its most striking aspects, with two ports at the main gateway to the South 
Atlantic coast, which allow access to the Paraná-Paraguay-Uruguay waterway. 

From Uruguay, the main cities of the continent can be reached in a period of 12 to 96 hours 
by land and 1 to 3 hours by air. Uruguay has an adequate infrastructure, a modern airport 
and the densest road transport network in all of Latin America, which is also being fully 
updated. It has ports with first-class infrastructure, unique on the South Atlantic coast, 
which operate under the Free Port regime, and a similar regime for airports. 

Uruguay's regulatory framework offers significant advantages for logistical operations, with 
significant incentives for the installation of a Regional Distribution Center (CDR) and for the 
movement of goods in transit. Includes Free Zone, Free Ports and Airports, Customs 
Warehouse and Temporary Admission regimes. This business model has grown gradually 
over the last decade and has established itself as a prominent alternative for companies 
that serve the sector in the region. 

The flow of transits passing through Uruguay shows an important movement in the 
northern hemisphere (mainly Europe and the United States), from where pharmaceutical 
companies move their products, passing through Uruguay and directing them to South and 
Central America. 

Opportunities 

The sector has several factors that can strongly boost the sector, including: 

• Availability of labor for R&D with talent and competitive costs. 

• Technological and scientific parks, with state-of-the-art infrastructure and under the Free 

Zone regime (tax free). 

• R&D institutes, such as the Pasteur Institute, which are part of a functional innovation 

ecosystem. 

• More than 150 research groups that bring together more than 800 researchers linked to 

these areas. This helped in the emergence of more than 79 startups. 



 

• Research groups are able to develop processes and products with quality control systems 

adjusted to international standards. 

• There is also a dynamic ecosystem linked to the pharmaceutical industry, which includes 

sectors such as food, veterinary products and cannabis by-products, and which has laid a 

solid foundation for the innovative ecosystem. In turn, they have the support of specific 

institutions that favor these innovations. 

• Research and Development Institutes11, whose network of academic research groups and 

service provider startups form a functional innovation ecosystem for project development 

and R&D centers. 

On the other hand, one of the great attractions of Uruguay as a recipient country of foreign 

investment is a favorable regulatory framework, with multiple incentive regimes that adapt 

to the needs of different sectors and an active policy to encourage investments that have 

been maintained since the beginning. many years. Law 16,906 (1998) declares the 

promotion and protection of national and foreign investments of national interest. Foreign 

investors enjoy the same incentives as local investors, with no tax discrimination or 

restrictions on the transfer of profits abroad. For investment projects in any sector of 

activity that are presented and promoted by the Executive Branch, exemption from the 

Income Tax on Economic Activity (IRAE) between 20% and 100% of the amount invested is 

allowed, according to the classification of the project and the score resulting from a matrix 

of indicators. IRAE's single national-level rate is 25%. Tax on Movable, Fixed Assets and Civil 

Works is also exempt, and VAT is recovered on purchases of materials and services for 

these. 

Likewise, the import of fixed assets, declared uncompetitive in the national industry, is 

exempt from taxes or fees. 

Promotion of biotechnological activity 

Decree No. 011/013 declares to promote the activity of generating biotechnological 

products, services and processes, the activity of generating biotechnological products, 

services and processes with application in strategic productive sectors, prioritizing the 

agricultural, environmental, energy, human and animal health sectors . The Executive 

Branch, in consultation with the Biotechnology Sector Council, will review this prioritization 

every two years and may include new biotechnology development sectors to be promoted. 

For the granting of benefits, the decree establishes as a requirement the configuration of 

one of the following alternatives: implementation of a Program for the Development of 

Suppliers of biotechnological products and services; that the company is a micro, small or 

medium-sized company producing services and/or biotechnological products; or that it is a 

new company that will produce biotechnological products and/or services. 

Source: Uruguay XXI 

 

 

 


