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Abstract

This article reconstructs the evolution of Latin American and Caribbean agri-food exports between 1850
and 2024 by developing homogeneous series based on international sources and historical databases. To
do so, it combines data from Federico and Tena (2019), the International Institute of Agriculture, the
FAO, FAOSTAT, and UN Comtrade, linking different series expressed in constant dollars. The study
shows that during the first wave of globalization, the region became deeply integrated into international
markets through the export of primary products, although outcomes varied depending on products and
regions. The two world wars and the Great Depression generated major external shocks, especially for
South America. From the mid-twentieth century onward, import-substitution industrialization policies,
international protectionism, and the structure of the export basket reduced Latin America’s relative
weight in global agri-food trade. Since the 1990s, and especially after 2001, trade liberalization, regional
agreements, the rise of Asian demand, particularly from China, technological change, and improved
terms of trade drove a new export boom, associated with a degree of reprimarization and unevenly
distributed benefits.
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1. Introduction 

 

At least until the mid-twentieth century, agriculture was the main activity in Latin 

American economies, as a consequence of the late onset of industrialization in almost the 

entire region and its subsequently relatively weak impact (Bértola and Ocampo, 2012). It 

is therefore understandable that, as the international economy became increasingly 

integrated from the takeoff of the first wave of globalization onward, Latin America’s 

insertion into it occurred as an exporter of primary products and an importer of 

manufactures. Although an important process of industrialization took place after World 

War II, albeit one that was highly uneven across countries, and manufactured exports 

grew significantly, primary products have remained highly relevant in the region’s export 

basket up to the present day. Within primary products, agri-food goods were for many 

decades the main export item of Latin America and the Caribbean. This export orientation 

has been the subject of intense debate regarding its capacity to promote the region’s 

economic development (Bértola and Ocampo, 2022; Bulmer-Thomas, 1994; Kuntz, 

2017b; Román and Willebald, 2021). 

In this context, the aim of this article is to analyze the long-run evolution of Latin 

American and Caribbean exports from 1850 to the present. Although some previous 

studies have addressed this type of analysis, they have done so for specific periods or for 

individual countries. We therefore believe that this is the first effort to offer such a very 

long-run perspective for the region as a whole. Accordingly, we make a quantitative and 

analytical contribution to a key issue in the region’s economic development. 

For the analysis of Latin American agri-food exports, we have primarily followed 

the strategy of consulting available international statistical sources to obtain the necessary 

data. The approach, therefore, has been to begin with disaggregated product-by-product 

data and aggregate them subsequently. However, this is only possible once institutions 

such as the Institute of International Agriculture (hereafter IIA) or the Food and 

Agriculture Organization (hereafter FAO) began publishing this type of information, 

which was usually organized by product, by exporting or importing country, and by 

continent. 

The main exception to this data-collection strategy therefore concerns the 

nineteenth century. In this case, the absence of international statistics that jointly cover 

all agri-food trade would have required us to consult the trade statistics of each individual 



country directly. Doing so would have entailed an excessive effort, impossible to carry 

out for the purposes of this study. Fortunately, we have access to the database compiled 

by Federico and Tena (2019). These authors undertook the enormous task of using each 

country’s statistics to reconstruct world trade between 1800 and 1938. Although they 

worked with each country’s total trade, they fortunately indicate the share represented by 

exports of primary products in each case. On the basis of their data, we have therefore 

been able to construct a longer series covering all the years of the first wave of 

globalization, a period of crucial importance for Latin America’s foreign trade and its 

integration into international markets. 

For the study as a whole, we have followed a twofold strategy in presenting the 

results. On the one hand, we have sought to present an annual series that makes it possible 

to track short-term fluctuations in these exports. The problem is that we lack data covering 

trade in all agri-food products for the entire period. For this reason, when this occurred, 

and as will be specified below, we sought to obtain annual data for the most important 

products, so as to be able to follow these year-to-year fluctuations. On the other hand, for 

certain benchmark years we have been able to reconstruct exports for a much broader 

range of products, which provides a more complete picture. 

Thus, the data coverage of our series varies over time. It is complete for the 

nineteenth century, since Federico and Tena provide data for total trade as a whole; it is 

lower for the first decades of the twentieth century, although still very high, as our 

coverage reaches approximately 90 percent of agri-food trade; and it increases from 1925 

onward as international statistics substantially expanded their product coverage. From 

1960 onward, virtually all agri-food products are included in FAO statistics. Even so, as 

we explain in greater detail below, throughout the entire period covered in this study, the 

coverage is very broad, both for the annual series and for the more complete data available 

for the benchmark years. 

To present the data from a spatial perspective, we have chosen to divide them into 

two regions: South America, on the one hand, and Mexico, Central America, and the 

Caribbean (hereafter MCAC), on the other. From an agroclimatic standpoint, both regions 

are heterogeneous, since they include both temperate and tropical agriculture. We do not 

provide country-level data, since our aim is not to do so, but rather to present the region’s 

major aggregates. 

With the exception of the nineteenth century, our data-collection strategy provides 

product-by-product disaggregated information, which allows us to group the results by 



type of product and thereby gain a better understanding of which products were key at 

each point in time and in each region. 

In the following section, we explain the data-collection procedures, the sources 

used, and, where applicable, the estimates that had to be made. The third section presents 

the results obtained for each of the periods into which we divide the years under study. 

In the final section, we provide the complete estimated series and present our main 

conclusions. 

2. Sources and Calculation Methodology 

 

2.1. 1850-1902 

 

Between 1850 and 1902, given the absence of international statistics on agri-food 

exports by country or world region, as noted above, it is necessary to extract the data from 

each country’s foreign trade statistics. Given the scale of this task, which, moreover, had 

already been undertaken by Federico and Tena (2019), we used their data to construct the 

series for these years. We used export data at constant prices, expressed in 1913 dollars 

and within present-day borders, and multiplied them by the percentages, also provided by 

these authors, corresponding to the share of primary products in each country’s total 

exports. 

We tested the results by summing the figures obtained for each continent and found 

that they did not coincide with the world total calculated in the same way. This led us to 

conclude that the shares of primary products were calculated on the basis of exports at 

current prices, while each country’s export series was subsequently deflated using price 

indices by country or region. For this reason, logically, the figures need not match exactly. 

In any case, the discrepancy between the world total and the world total obtained by 

aggregating continents is small, never exceeding 7 percent and usually remaining below 

4 percent. Since in the case of Latin America we carry out the calculation country by 

country, we do not consider this to be a serious problem. 

An additional issue is that, for some countries, Federico and Tena (2019) do not 

provide the percentages represented by primary products. In these cases, we assigned to 

those countries the percentages corresponding to nearby countries whose economies we 

considered similar. These cases are as follows: for Colombia and Venezuela, we assume 

that agri-food products accounted for 100 percent of their primary-product exports in all 

years, as was the case in neighboring countries; for the Danish Virgin Islands, the 



Leeward Islands (L.I. Antigua, L.I. Dominica, L.I. St. Christopher, Montserrat, Nevis, 

Virgin Island), St. Barthélemy (Norwegian Colonies), St. Vincent (Windward Island), St. 

Lucia (Windward Island), St. Pierre and Miquelon, Turk Island, and Grenada, we applied 

100 percent throughout the series; for the Falkland Islands, we also applied 100 percent 

for all years. Except in the cases of Colombia and Venezuela, the weight in the continent’s 

trade of the other territories for which we made this assumption is negligible. Moreover, 

during these years Venezuela accounted for less than 1 percent of total agri-food exports 

from Latin America and the Caribbean, and Colombia for 5 percent. 

One final problem remains: the data from Federico and Tena include not only agri-

food products but also raw materials and minerals. Consequently, if the behavior of 

exports of the latter differed from that of the former, this could introduce a relevant bias. 

In practice, this could have been important only for countries in which minerals accounted 

for a substantial share of exports, as in the cases of Bolivia and Chile and, to a lesser 

extent, Mexico. 

 

2.2.1903-1960 

 

For the years 1900–1938, the IIA provides information, in quantity terms, on trade 

in 62 products for the world. However, information for all these products is not available 

from the outset; rather, the number of products included increases from volume to 

volume. Thus, between 1903 and 1908, data are available for only fourteen products 

(Aparicio et al., 2009). The strategy we have followed is to construct a continuous series 

using the ten most important products in the region’s exports. However, data are not 

available for all of them from 1903 onward. We therefore explain below how this series 

was constructed. 

Continuous data from 1903 onward are available only for the following products: 

wheat and wheat flour, maize, coffee, linseed, and cotton. Given their importance, we 

also decided to include five additional products: wool, cocoa, beef, sugar, and bananas. 

However, for these products data are available only from later years: cocoa from 1909; 

wool from 1921; and bananas, beef, and sugar from 1925. We therefore estimated annual 

series for these five products for the years for which data were not available. 

In the case of beef, using the 1925 figure as a benchmark, we assumed that its 

evolution between 1903 and 1924 was similar to that of Argentine exports of this product, 

since Argentina was the world’s leading exporter (Delgado et al., 2023). The series for 



Argentine exports was taken from Rayes (2015). Given that in 1925, the first year for 

which data are available, Argentina accounted for 76 percent of the region’s beef exports, 

this assumption seems reasonable; the second-largest exporter was Uruguay, with 16 

percent of the total. 

For sugar, we performed a similar calculation, but the series used for the estimate 

was Cuban sugar production (Moreno-Fraginals, 1977). We consider this assumption 

reasonable as well, given that an overwhelming share of Cuban production was exported 

and that Cuba accounted for 74 percent of Latin America’s sugar exports in 1924–1928, 

as well as in 1925. 

Finally, for bananas we also made a similar calculation, but the series used for the 

estimate was U.S. imports, since the United States was the world’s fourth-largest importer 

of this product. In the cases of cocoa, for which the first data point is 1909, and wool, for 

which the first data point is 1921, we assumed that exports in the years for which no data 

were available evolved in the same way as the products for which we had an annual series 

from the beginning. In other words, we assumed that these two products behaved, before 

data became available, similarly to those for which data were available. 

Using these five products, whose series were partially estimated, we completed the 

series for the five products for which data were available for the entire period and 

obtained a complete series from 1903 onward. Taken together, the ten products that make 

up the continuous series of Latin American agri-food exports represented a very large 

share of the region’s total exports of the 62 products for which information is available 

in the benchmark years, as shown in the following table. 

 
Table 1. Share Accounted for by the Ten Products in the Continuous Series between 1909 and 

1938 among the 62 Products for Which Data Are Available in the Benchmark Years. 

 

  1909-1913 1924-1928 1928-1932 1934-1938 
Mexico &Central America & Caribbean 92.4 91.7 88.2 93.9 
South America 89.0 89.4 90.7 90.8 

 

Source: Own calculation based on International Institute of Agriculture (1910–1939). 

 

The very broad coverage of the series is explained by the strong concentration of 

the region’s exports in a small number of products. In Mexico, Central America, and the 

Caribbean (MCAC), the key products were sugar, coffee, and bananas. During the first 



third of the twentieth century, these products accounted for between 80 and 90 percent of 

the subregion’s agri-food exports. By contrast, South American exports were somewhat 

more diversified. Five products, wheat and wheat flour, maize, coffee, beef, and wool, 

represented between 70 and 75 percent of its agri-food exports. 

To obtain a more complete picture of the evolution of the region’s exports during 

this period, we supplemented the annual series with the five-year averages published by 

the IIA for 1909–1913, 1924–1928, and 1928–1932, which include the 62 products for 

which information was provided in the yearbooks published in the later years. For 1932–

1936, we constructed an additional average based on annual data published by the IIA. 

For some products for which no geographical disaggregation of exports was available, 

we used the quantities estimated for world trade by Aparicio (2000) and disaggregated 

them by assuming that their distribution across continents was similar to that observed in 

the immediately following period. In the case of South America, these estimates represent 

only a very small share of its food and agricultural exports: 4.6 percent in 1909–1913 and 

1.1 percent in 1921–1925. For the world as a whole, the corresponding figures were 6.5 

percent and 3.2 percent, respectively. 

The statistics produced by the IIA and the FAO are based on official data from 

each country. Their reliability therefore depends on the quality of the various national 

statistics. Their main problems concern the valuations used, that is, the prices applied. 

For Latin America, and for the years covered by our study, Carreras-Marín and Badía-

Miró (2008), Tena and Willebald (2013), and Rayes (2015) have emphasized that the 

principal problems of foreign trade statistics are both the valuations employed and the 

geographical allocation of exports by destination. Since this study uses volume data and 

does not consider destination, we believe that these problems do not affect our analysis 

and that the data can be regarded as a reasonably accurate reflection of reality. An 

additional problem with IIA statistics arises in cases involving reexports, since some 

countries included them without distinguishing their origin. In this case, however, this 

issue is not relevant either, since the countries examined did not have significant reexports 

of the products studied. 

The average quantities traded for all products were multiplied by their prices in 

1925, obtained mainly from the same source, in order to aggregate trade across all 

products. We chose this year because it is relatively central to the period under study and 

because it represents a certain return to normality after the high agricultural prices of the 



First World War, while also being sufficiently distant from the sharp price declines that 

occurred during the Great Depression. 

In some cases, especially in the first two five-year periods, it was necessary to 

make certain estimates. These five-year averages, constructed for each of the 62 products 

and subsequently grouped according to the SITC Revision 2 classification, make it 

possible to analyze the evolution of Latin American and Caribbean exports between the 

early years of the twentieth century and the outbreak of the Second World War. 

For the Second World War and the postwar years up to 1960, we continued the 

annual series using the same products. Our data source was a later volume published 

jointly by the IIA and the FAO during the transition from one organization to the other, 

covering the years 1939–1945 (IIA-FAO, 1947), together with the subsequent FAO 

yearbooks for 1946–1961. On the basis of these sources, we obtained a homogeneous and 

representative annual series for total agricultural trade at 1925 prices.  

Therefore, constructing the annual export series for the period 1903–1960 

required manually entering the data for each country, product, and year. 

 

2.3. 1961–2000 

 

From 1961 onward, our main source is FAOSTAT, the FAO database, which 

provides annual export data by country and product for an already comprehensive set of 

products. Using this source, we obtained export figures (FOB) in current U.S. dollars for 

19 product groups that, according to the Standard International Trade Classification 

(SITC, Revision 2), make up agricultural trade. From these data, we constructed a set of 

homogeneous and representative series for aggregate world trade in agricultural and food 

products. 

In addition, we constructed a general price index for agricultural products, as well 

as price indices for the different product groups that comprise it, in order to deflate trade 

values and thereby obtain trade volume series. Export unit values were calculated for 66 

product categories using FAO trade data in both values and quantities. On this basis, 

weighted price indices were constructed for the same 19 product groups, using the relative 

share of each product in the trade of its corresponding group as weights (Serrano, 2007; 

Serrano and Pinilla, 2011a). 

These price indices for the different product groups that make up agricultural trade 

made it possible to deflate each current-value series and obtain volume series for 



international agricultural trade disaggregated by product group. The final result is a set of 

export volume series expressed in 1980 U.S. dollars. This disaggregated deflation method 

is also the main difference between the present study and the World Trade Organization’s 

series on world agricultural trade (WTO, 2003), the only existing series for the second 

half of the twentieth century.  

 

2.3. 2001-2024 

 

The only difference between these years and those of the preceding period is that, 

since the deflator used earlier is not available for this period, we had to construct a new 

one. The UN Comtrade database provides information on Latin American agricultural 

exports in both value and volume terms for each trade flow. After aggregating trade flows 

by product and year, these two series allow us to calculate the unit value of each trade 

flow, defined as the ratio between the value series and the volume series. Once this unit 

value, or implicit transaction price, has been obtained for each product, we calculate a 

price index with 2015 as the base year. That is, we divide the annual unit value of each 

product’s trade flow by the value of that same flow in 2015, thereby obtaining an index 

number. 

We also calculate the relative share of each product’s trade in total Latin American 

agricultural trade for 2004, 2005, and 2006, and then multiply, or weight, it by the 

previously calculated product-level index series with 2015 as the base year. 

Finally, we sum these weighted product-level index numbers for each year, thereby 

obtaining a price index with 2015 as the base year. 

The choice of 2004–2006 as the weighting period is due to the fact that these years 

fall near the midpoint of the time horizon covered in our study, were not atypical in terms 

of the global macroeconomic context, and were not subject to major fluctuations. 

 

2.4. Linking the Series 

 

We constructed four homogeneous volume series of Latin American agri-food 

exports expressed in constant U.S. dollars: 1850–1903 in 1913 dollars, 1903–1961 in 

1925 dollars, 1961–2000 in 1980 dollars, and 2000–2024 in 2015 dollars. The series were 

linked using an overlapping-year method. The series expressed in 1980 U.S. dollars was 

used as the reference series, and the remaining series were linked backward and forward 



by rescaling them on the basis of the year they share with the reference series. 

Specifically, the overlap years used in the linking procedure were 1903 for the earliest 

series, 1961 for the intermediate series, and 2000 for the most recent series. This 

procedure ensures consistency in levels across the full period while preserving the 

original dynamics of each segment. 

 

3. Main results 

 

3.1.  The first export era: Latin America in the Global Agri-Food Market 

 
During the first wave of globalization, the different regions of the world 

increasingly specialized in the production and export of those goods in which they held a 

comparative advantage (O’Rourke and Findlay, 2003). Latin America is a clear example 

of a region that, despite having very limited short-term capacity to adopt the innovations 

of the Industrial Revolution, took advantage of expanding demand—driven by population 

growth during the demographic transition and rising per capita income in industrializing 

countries—to increase the production of raw materials and foodstuffs for those markets 

(O’Rourke and Williamson, 1999). 

The region’s development model has therefore been characterized as an export-led 

growth model. This model was common to other parts of the world during the same period 

and generated varied outcomes across countries. Broadly speaking, a distinction can be 

drawn between the so-called settler economies, such as Argentina, Australia, Canada, 

New Zealand, and Uruguay, where this model significantly stimulated economic growth 

up to the First World War (Pomfret, 1981; Fogarty, 1985; Álvarez et al., 2007), and the 

tropical regions of the rest of the world, where income growth during this period was 

considerably lower (Pinilla and Willebald, 2018). 

In Latin America, exports were therefore crucial in determining the pace of 

economic growth and the population’s standard of living up to 1914. Several studies have 

found a strong correlation between GDP per capita and exports per capita around 1913 

(Bulmer-Thomas, 1994; Martín-Retortillo et al., 2018, 2026). These exercises identify 

three countries with high levels of both variables: Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay. Three 

lower-middle-income countries showed substantial differences in exports per capita: 

Cuba recorded the highest level in the region, Costa Rica had an intermediate level, and 



Mexico registered a very low level. The remaining countries all had very low exports per 

capita, along with similarly low income levels. 

Overall, export expansion contributed to more productive resource use, 

infrastructure development, stronger domestic markets, and economic growth (Kuntz-

Ficker, 2017a). Nevertheless, as noted above, outcomes differed substantially across 

countries. The so-called “commodity lottery” was central to explaining these variations 

(Díaz Alejandro, 1988). In this sense, external demand, domestic factor endowments, and 

the linkages created by export products were crucial for understanding the divergence in 

outcomes. At the same time, country-specific institutional frameworks also played a key 

role. The abundance of natural resources is not neutral for economic development, and 

the quality of these institutions is fundamental to explaining the different results produced 

by development models based on them (Willebald et al., 2018; Badia-Miró et al., 2018). 

In this setting, Latin America, particularly after moving beyond the political 

instability and armed conflicts that followed independence, tended to develop a strong 

specialization in primary-product exports, while importing a substantial portion of the 

manufactured goods it consumed. Overall, the region’s export dynamism was notable: 

between 1850 and 1913, exports of primary products, including minerals, increased at an 

average annual compound rate of 3.4%, with growth higher in South America (3.6%) than 

in Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean (2.8%) (Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1. Latin American Exports of Primary Products, 1850–1913 (Thousands  1913 US dollars) 

 

 
Source: own elaboration based on Federico and Tena (2019).  
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Spatial and temporal differences were substantial. In the initial takeoff from 1850 

to 1880, the growth rate reached 2.7% and was very similar across both regions. After 

that, however, South America’s strong dynamism produced explosive average annual 

growth of 5% between 1880 and 1903, while Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean 

grew by only 2.2%. Between 1903 and 1913, export growth slowed, reaching an average 

annual rate of 3.6% when only agri-food products are considered. In these final years of 

the First Globalization, MCAC expanded more rapidly, at 4.5%, whereas South America 

grew by 3.3% (Figure 1). These varying rates of export expansion are broadly in line with 

the growth of total world trade (Federico and Tena, 2019) and with the deepening 

integration of international markets (Pinilla and Ayuda, 2010). 

As a result of these export growth rates, together with trade performance elsewhere 

in the world, Latin America’s share of global primary-product exports increased 

significantly (Table 2). Whereas in 1879–1881 the region represented 11.4% of world 

primary-product exports, by 1909–1913 it accounted for 16.5% of global agri-food 

exports. 

By the latter date, South America’s relative weight was considerably greater, 

representing 11.9% of the world total, compared with 4.6% for Mexico, Central America, 

and the Caribbean. 

 
Table 2. Latin America’s Share of Total World Agri-Food Exports, 1909–1938 (%, current US 

dollars) 

 

  1909-1913 1924-1928 1928-1932 1934-1938 

MCAC 4.6 7.4 6.9 6.3 
S. AMERICA 11.9 13.5 13.2 14.2 
LATIN AM. 16.5 20.9 20.1 20.5 

  
Source: own elaboration based on IIA (1910-1938). 

 

The relative weight of different products varied across the export baskets of the two 

regions in 1909–1913 (Table 3). MCAC were strongly specialized in food products. 

Within this category, sugar was the leading product, accounting for more than 50% of 

total agri-food exports throughout the first third of the twentieth century. When bananas 

and coffee are included, these three products made up more than 90% of the region’s agri-



food exports, with the only significant change during the period being a slight reduction 

in coffee’s relative importance. 

South America, in contrast, had a far more diversified export portfolio, including 

both temperate-zone products from the Southern Cone and tropical products from other 

areas. This is reflected in the fact that the leading products were cereals, especially from 

the Río de la Plata countries, followed by coffee, mainly from Colombia and Brazil. Other 

temperate-zone agricultural products, such as meat and wool, also continued to play an 

important role. The most significant trends during this period were the relative decline of 

cereals and meat after the 1929 crisis and the rise in cotton exports. 

A favorable shift in the region’s terms of trade also stimulated the export 

specialization that was adopted. However, the first decade of the twentieth century 

brought to a close a long period, beginning in the late eighteenth century, during which 

the terms of trade of the world’s less developed periphery had clearly improved. 

Williamson (2008) observed that, for Latin American countries, this boom was somewhat 

more moderate but more prolonged, reaching its peak around 1895. Between 1895 and 

1900, Latin America underwent a significant deterioration in its terms of trade, without 

the subsequent recovery seen before the First World War, which ultimately restored the 

1895 peak (Bértola and Williamson, 2006). 

 

 
Table 3. Composition of Latin American Agri-Food Exports, 1909–1938 (%)  

 SOUTH AMERICA     
MEXICO, CENTRAL 
AMERICA &      

         
THE 
CARIBBEAN       

  1909-13 1924-28 1928-32 1934-38 1909-13 
1924-

28 1928-32 1934-38 
Food and live 
animals chiefly 
for food 69.5 75.8 75.2 71.2 93.8 92.8 91.5 96.4 
Live animals 0.6 2.2 1.4 1.1 0.6 1.4 2.3 3.5 
Meat and meat 
preparations 10.7 16.0 12.7 10.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Dairy products 
and eggs 0.3 1.2 1.0 0.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Cereals and 
cereal 
preparations 24.1 26.8 30.0 26.4 0.1 1.3 0.6 0.4 
Vegetables and 
fruit  3.1 3.4 2.2 3.0 18.9 16.2 19.7 22.6 
Sugar, sugar 
preparations and 
honey 3.0 3.3 3.8 4.2 57.3 65.5 59.5 58.5 
Coffee, tea, 
cocoa, spices & 27.7 22.9 24.0 25.0 16.9 8.3 9.2 11.5 



manufactures 
thereof 
Beverages and 
tobacco 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.9 2.8 2.0 2.2 1.6 
 Tobacco and 
tobacco 
manufactures 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 2.8 2.0 2.2 1.6 
Crude materials, 
inedible, except 
fuels 29.6 23.2 23.8 27.7 3.4 5.2 6.0 1.9 
Wool and other 
animal hair 
(excluding tops) 18.7 11.9 11.9 10.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Cotton 1.5 2.1 2.6 8.0 0.6 1.5 1.1 1.8 
Animal and 
vegetable oils, 
fats and waxes 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.1 
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

Source: own elaboration based on IIA (1910-1938). 

 

 

3.2. Turbulences and external shocks in the interwar period 

 

The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 signaled the beginning of the collapse 

of the system of international economic relations that had taken shape during the export 

era (Hynes et al., 2012). The war caused severe disruptions to global trade, with the 

greatest impact falling on economies that were highly dependent on exports, such as the 

South American countries and Cuba. 

  
Figure 2. Latin American Agri-Food Exports, 1903–1960 (Ten Main Products, Thousands of 1925 U.S. Dollars) 
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Source: own elaboration based on IIA (1910-1938) and IIA/FAO (1947) 
Note: the ten products included in the analysis are wheat and wheat flour, maize, coffee, linseed and cotton, wool, 
cocoa, beef, sugar, and bananas. In the first third of the twentieth century, these products accounted for around 90% of 
Latin America's agricultural and food exports. The series is obtained by multiplying export quantities by their 1925 
international prices. 

 

The war had an especially negative impact on South America, whose exports were 

strongly oriented toward Europe, whereas MCAC were relatively less affected because 

of their close trade ties with the United States. 

After the war, exports recovered quickly, reaching a peak shortly before the 1929 

crash (Figure 2). In South America, however, growing European protectionism 

(Liepmann, 1938), even before the onset of the Great Depression, led to export stagnation 

prior to 1929. By contrast, MCAC, whose products were highly complementary to the 

U.S. economy, maintained more dynamic export performance until 1929. As a result, 

South America’s share of Latin American agri-food exports declined from 72.3 percent 

in 1909–1913 to 65.8 percent in 1928–1932. 

Despite the changes that took place in the international economy as a consequence 

of the war and the emergence of U.S. hegemony within it, the agro-export model 

remained largely unquestioned in both South and Central America, as well as in the 

Caribbean. Indeed, the First World War reinforced the centrality of primary exports. 

Nevertheless, the postwar context was complicated by slower demand growth for many 

primary products. 

In response, Latin American and Caribbean countries deepened their agro-export 

specialization, achieving substantial increases in trade volumes. Between 1909–1913 and 

1924–1928, Latin America and the Caribbean were among the regions that recorded the 

most notable growth in agricultural trade, although the increases were greater in Asia and 

Africa. Consequently, South America accounted for 13.5 percent of global agricultural 

trade, while Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean represented 7.4 percent (Table 

3). 

The sharp increase in exports during the 1920s was driven mainly by the region’s 

most specialized products. Agricultural products from both temperate and tropical zones 

expanded considerably. In temperate-zone agriculture, the most notable growth occurred 

in meat exports, especially frozen beef from the Río de la Plata region. South America 

came close to achieving a global monopoly, accounting for 75 percent of international 

beef trade, with Argentina alone representing 58 percent and Uruguay 11 percent 



(Delgado and Pinilla, 2023; Lluch et al., 2026). Rising per capita incomes in 

industrialized countries also stimulated demand, while the postwar decline in European 

cattle herds and low tariffs until 1925 contributed to the boom (Bacon and Schloemer, 

1940). Between 1909–1913 and 1924–1928, world meat trade doubled, and South 

America’s share rose from 29 to 38 percent (Aparicio et al., 2009). Cereal exports were 

also highly significant. 

Tropical agriculture, especially coffee, likewise experienced substantial export 

growth. South America accounted for 72 percent of global coffee exports in 1924–1928, 

reflecting its dominant position in world production during the first third of the twentieth 

century, when its share ranged between 73 and 79 percent (IIA, 1910–1939; Clarence-

Smith and Topik, 2003). 

The Great Depression, which began in 1929, constituted a severe external shock for 

Latin America and the Caribbean, where governments had limited capacity to offset its 

effects. World trade contracted sharply, with both volumes and prices falling 

(Eichengreen and Irwin, 2010), and this decline has been identified as the main channel 

through which the 1929 crisis affected the region (Díaz Alejandro, 1988). One of the 

principal sources of post-crisis recovery, however, was export promotion, as exports 

began to rebound after 1931. Many governments adopted active measures to support the 

export sector, including currency devaluation, the creation of financial institutions to ease 

credit constraints for exporters, external debt moratoria, the destruction of harvests to 

sustain prices, as in the case of Brazilian coffee, and the establishment of multiple 

exchange rates. Agro-exporting countries were therefore affected both by the crisis itself 

and by the protectionist measures introduced to safeguard national economies. The 

impact, however, varied considerably depending not only on the products in which each 

country specialized, but also on the trade policies of its partners (Paiva Abreu, 2006). 

During the Depression years, exports increased only slightly from the lows reached 

in 1930, failed to return to pre-crisis levels, and followed a highly irregular trajectory. In 

this context, MCAC were the most affected regions because of their close dependence on 

the U.S. market, which was severely hit by the crisis and did not undergo a genuine 

recovery (Crafts and Fearon, 2010). By contrast, South American agricultural exports 

proved relatively resilient. Despite the contraction in global agricultural trade volumes, 

South America achieved a modest increase, enabling its share of world agricultural 

exports to rise to 14.2 percent. 



However, the price performance of the region’s exported products was particularly 

unfavorable during the interwar period. The end of the First World War brought a sharp 

deterioration in the terms of trade for Latin American agri-food products (Ocampo and 

Parra-Lancourt, 2011; Pinilla and Aparicio, 2015). Although the subsequent recovery 

kept them well above the levels observed at the beginning of the twentieth century, they 

remained clearly below the earlier peaks. From 1925 onward, the terms of trade tended 

to decline, albeit moderately. This deterioration reveals problems of oversupply in the 

markets for certain agricultural products, resulting from both slow demand growth, due 

to their low income elasticity, and rapid supply expansion.  

As Díaz Alejandro (1988) noted, for Latin American and Caribbean exporters, the 

deterioration in the terms of trade during the Depression was more severe than the decline 

in export volume, since export volumes recovered during the 1930s, at least in South 

America. 

The Second World War delivered another profound blow to Latin American 

exports, largely because of the conflict itself and, in particular, the submarine warfare 

waged by Germany. The most critical moment came in 1942, when the tonnage sunk by 

Germany reached its peak. The war had the greatest impact on countries whose external 

sectors accounted for a larger share of their economies and whose exports were primarily 

directed toward the European market. Germany’s occupation of much of the continent 

and Britain’s difficulties in sustaining its imports inflicted another blow on the agro-

export model. 

Agricultural products benefited less than minerals from wartime demand. Within 

agriculture, products from tropical zones, which did not compete with North American 

production, performed better than temperate-zone products, which were more oriented 

toward the European market. Overall, South American agri-food exports fell by 42 

percent, whereas those of MCAC were much less affected, largely because of their 

proximity to the United States, which supported stronger export performance. Argentina, 

the region’s leading exporter, was the country most seriously affected, followed by 

Uruguay, while Brazil was less affected thanks to its exports of tropical products to the 

North American market. 

Paradoxically, peace did not improve the situation in the short term and, for some 

countries, initially made it worse. Demand for strategic products declined, North 

American preferences for Latin American goods weakened, and European countries were 

unable to increase their imports substantially in the immediate postwar years. 



Unlike during the First World War, the terms of trade improved modestly during 

the Second World War. However, the loss of most South American trading partners in 

continental Europe, the sharp reduction in exports to the British market caused by 

submarine warfare, the prioritization of military supplies in maritime transport, and 

Britain’s limited ability to purchase imported goods because of currency shortages all led 

to a significant fall in demand. Only the North American market and intra-Latin American 

trade withstood the disruptions caused by the war (Carreras-Marín et al., 2013). 

 

3.3.The Shift toward Import-Substitution Industrialization and Agri-Food Exports 

 

During the second wave of globalization, trade in agri-food products expanded very 

rapidly, even slightly faster than during the First Globalization (Aparicio et al., 2009), 

although its share of total trade declined sharply. In 1951, agri-food products represented 

43 percent of the value of total world trade, but by 2000 this share had fallen to only 6.7 

percent. Part of this decline can be explained by the relative fall in prices (Serrano and 

Pinilla, 2011b), but the reduction in volume was also considerable. In volume terms, 

agricultural trade accounted for 29.6 percent of total trade in 1951, but by 2000 its share 

had dropped to just 8.5 percent (Serrano and Pinilla, 2012). 

In the aftermath of the Second World War, the trajectories of the two Latin 

American subregions examined in this study diverged significantly. MCAC experienced 

a rapid recovery in exports, whereas South American exports followed a much less 

dynamic path (Figure 2). Once again, the stronger performance of northern Latin America 

can be explained by its greater complementarity with the North American market. South 

America, by contrast, maintained much closer links with Europe and increasingly moved 

toward an inward-looking development strategy centered on industrialization (Bulmer-

Thomas, 1994). 

Europe’s prolonged reconstruction, the persistence of high protectionist barriers, 

and the widespread adoption of interventionist policies and agricultural support measures 

reinforced doubts about the long-term viability of the agro-export model (Paiva Abreu, 

2006). The 1947 decision to exclude agricultural products from the GATT further 

strengthened these concerns, confirming expectations about the difficulty of dismantling 

the complex network of tariff and nontariff protections that advanced economies had 

gradually built up since 1929 and expanded during the war and early postwar years 

(Hathaway, 1987; Cárdenas et al., 2000). Moreover, European governments did not 



liberalize their domestic agricultural markets once food shortages had disappeared, since 

agricultural policy was shaped not only by concerns over food security but also by the 

need to address the so-called “farm income problem” (Tracy, 1964; González-Esteban et 

al., 2016). This resulted in the overproduction of certain agricultural products and in the 

creation of institutional mechanisms to place surpluses abroad at artificially low prices 

(González-Esteban, 2018). By contrast, the strong expansion of the U.S. economy, 

together with the complementary production structures of the United States and its 

neighboring economies, supported a much more dynamic export performance in Mexico, 

Central America, and the Caribbean. 

As a result of these two contrasting dynamics, Latin America as a whole saw its 

share of global agri-food exports decline. While from the mid-1920s onward the region 

accounted for around 20 percent of world exports in this sector, by the early 1960s its 

share had fallen by roughly four percentage points (Figure 3). 

This downward trend in relative importance continued until the early 1990s (Figure 

3). The occasional increases observed in particular years mainly reflect changes in 

relative prices rather than any meaningful reversal of the underlying trend. When 

measured in volume terms, the decline appears even more marked and persistent: Latin 

America’s share of total world agri-food exports fell from 16.5 percent in 1961–1963 to 

11.2 percent in 1991–1993 (Serrano and Pinilla, 2016). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 3. Latin American Agri-Food Exports as a Share of World Agri-Food Exports, 1961–2024 

(percentage of exports in U.S. dollars) 

 

 
 

Source: Own elaboration based on FAO (1947-2000) and FAO (2026) 

 

This decline in relative importance was nevertheless consistent with a sustained 

increase in exports in absolute terms, especially after 1960. South American exports 

expanded at an average annual rate of 3 percent between 1960 and 2000, whereas exports 

from MCAC grew more moderately, at 1.9 percent per year (Figure 4). Latin America’s 

relatively weaker performance compared with global agri-food trade can be partly 

attributed to the limited success of regional integration initiatives and to changing 

economic policy frameworks, both internationally and within Latin American countries 

themselves. 

On the one hand, a major transformation in agricultural policy began in the 1950s: 

advanced economies gradually increased public support for their agricultural sectors, 

while many developing countries adopted policy frameworks that, in practice, taxed or 

disadvantaged agriculture (Krueger et al., 1992). 

Export-oriented agriculture in Latin America was negatively affected by the 

adoption of import-substitution industrialization (ISI) strategies (Krueger, 1990). These 

policy regimes had a clear anti-export bias, giving priority to industrial promotion while 

relegating foreign trade in agricultural and food commodities to a secondary position 

(Cárdenas, 2000; Bulmer-Thomas, 1994; French-Davis, 1997; Bértola and Ocampo, 
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2012). The downward pressure on agricultural prices was largely an indirect result of this 

broader development model, disproportionately affecting the region’s most efficient 

producers, who received only limited compensation through official credit programs and 

input subsidies, such as those for fertilizers (Anderson and Valdés, 2008). 

 
Figure 4. Latin American Agri-Food Exports, 1961–2000 (thousands of 1980 U.S. dollars) 

 

 
 

Source: own elaboration based on FAOSTAT (2026) 

 

Public policy in Latin America prioritized the protection of domestic production 

through high tariff barriers, the occasional use of export taxes, the implicit taxation of 

agriculture generated by industrial protection, and exchange-rate overvaluation. Taken 

together, these measures produced a substantial reallocation of resources away from the 

agricultural sector. Unlike in advanced economies, Latin America’s institutional 

framework generated negative protection rates for agriculture, especially during the earlier 

decades examined here. The strong anti-trade bias embedded in these policies is particularly 

noteworthy. When agricultural production is divided into import-competing and exportable 

goods, the former consistently received positive protection throughout most of the 1965–

2004 period, despite significant fluctuations in support levels. Export-oriented products, by 

contrast, were persistently penalized, although the size of this penalty declined from around 

25 percent in the 1980s to less than 5 percent by the 1990s (Anderson and Valdés, 2008). 
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Within the broader context of import-substitution industrialization (ISI), 

agricultural output nevertheless expanded substantially (Martín-Retortillo et al., 2026). 

This growth was supported by rising domestic demand, technological progress linked to 

the Green Revolution, and the protection granted to goods destined for domestic 

consumption (Díaz-Bonilla, 1990). In absolute terms, Latin American agricultural 

production grew at an average annual compound rate of 2.8 percent between 1950 and 1973 

and 2.7 percent between 1973 and 1993 (Martín-Retortillo et al., 2022). 

Output growth was especially strong for products whose demand was increasing 

within Latin America, including oilseeds, vegetable oils, alcoholic beverages, meat, 

vegetables and fruit, and dairy products, but very slow for the main agro-export crops, 

namely caffeinated beverages and sugar (Serrano and Pinilla, 2016). It therefore seems 

reasonable to argue that ISI policies, relying on the competitiveness of Latin American 

agriculture and on tariff barriers, redirected agricultural production, subordinating the 

sector to the needs of the industrialization process. 

The rapid growth of international trade in the second half of the twentieth century 

can be explained largely by the substantial tariff reductions achieved through successive 

rounds of negotiation under the GATT framework (Serrano and Pinilla, 2011b). 

Agriculture, however, remained protected from meaningful liberalization after 1947, 

having been explicitly excluded from these negotiations. Only in the early 1990s, with the 

Uruguay Round, did a modest process of agricultural trade liberalization begin. 

Protectionist barriers in major export markets limited export growth. Within this broader 

protectionist setting, the spread of Regional Trade Agreements (RTAs) encouraged the 

overall expansion of international agricultural trade and fostered a marked trend toward 

regionalization. 

In Latin America, numerous initiatives were also launched to promote regional 

integration. Early regionalist efforts, however, were largely unsuccessful. Some renewed 

momentum emerged only in the 1990s, when integration projects were revived and policy 

stances shifted toward greater outward orientation. 

The composition of Latin American agri-food exports also limited their growth 

potential. At the global level, the most dynamic segment of trade consisted of high-value-

added processed agricultural and food products (Serrano and Pinilla, 2014a), which 

expanded at the expense of tropical commodities that had historically formed the core of 

Latin American exports. Rising per capita incomes worldwide increased demand for 



processed foods with higher income elasticities (Coyle et al., 1998). Moreover, these 

products were traded mainly among high-income countries, and during the final decades of 

the twentieth century such exchanges grew faster than agricultural trade as a whole, 

benefiting from intra-industry trade dynamics. 

By contrast, Latin America’s export structure remained heavily concentrated in the 

commodities that performed least favorably in international markets (Serrano and Pinilla, 

2016). Basic goods and plantation crops accounted for roughly 70 percent of total agri-food 

exports during much of the period and continued to represent a significant share even at the 

end of the century, despite some decline in relative importance. This export composition 

negatively affected growth prospects. Over the long term, the region became specialized in 

products characterized by low or even negative income elasticities of demand, such as sugar 

and wheat, respectively. 

Table 4. Composition of Latin American Agri-Food Exports, 1961–2024 (%) 

  SOUTH AMERICA         

  
1961-
65 

1971-
75 

1981-
85 

1991-
95 

2001-
05 

2011-
15 

2021-
24 

0 Food and live animals chiefly for food 79.0 81.6 79.1 72.9 68.3 68.2 64.9 
00 Live animals 1.3 1.2 0.3 0.5 0.3 0.6 0.4 
01 Meat and meat preparations 10.6 11.3 8.6 9.2 13.7 13.4 14.3 
02 Dairy products and eggs 0.5 0.3 0.4 0.9 1.6 1.7 1.0 
04 Cereals and cereal preparations 13.3 13.5 14.0 7.8 8.0 10.9 11.8 
05 Vegetables and fruit  5.9 6.3 10.8 18.3 14.8 12.2 12.8 
06 Sugar, sugar preparations and honey 5.8 15.8 5.4 5.9 7.5 8.3 6.7 

07 
Coffee, tea, cocoa, spices & manufactures 
thereof 38.0 26.9 27.3 17.4 9.4 8.8 8.5 

08 Feeding stuff for animals 3.6 6.2 12.2 13.0 13.1 12.4 9.4 
1 Beverages and tobacco 1.4 1.8 3.0 6.1 5.5 4.2 2.6 
11 Beverages 0.1 0.2 0.2 1.3 2.3 2.0 1.3 
12  Tobacco and tobacco manufactures 1.3 1.6 2.8 4.8 3.2 2.2 1.2 
2 Crude materials, inedible, except fuels 19.6 16.5 17.8 21.0 26.1 27.6 32.5 
21 Hides skins and furskings, raw 1.0 0.4 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 
22  Oil seeds and oleaginous fruit 0.3 5.2 5.6 7.2 13.1 18.0 22.7 
23 Crude rubber 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
26 Textile fibres  13.9 6.2 3.6 2.8 1.3 1.3 1.9 
29 Crude animals an vegetable materials 0.7 0.8 1.2 2.7 3.2 2.4 2.2 

4 
Animal and vegetable oils, fats and 
waxes 3.8 3.9 7.3 8.1 8.4 5.8 5.7 

  TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

         
  MEXICO, CENTRAL AMERICA & THE CARIBBEAN 

  
1961-
65 

1971-
75 

1981-
85 

1991-
95 

2001-
05 

2011-
15 

2021-
24 

0 Food and live animals chiefly for food 80.2 87.1 90.4 88.0 76.7 79.1 74.1 
00 Live animals 2.3 1.7 1.3 4.4 3.3 2.0 1.0 



01 Meat and meat preparations 2.0 3.3 1.6 2.3 2.9 4.9 6.0 
02 Dairy products and eggs 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.9 1.2 1.0 
04 Cereals and cereal preparations 2.2 0.8 0.6 2.1 4.9 7.1 7.0 
05 Vegetables and fruit  11.1 12.5 15.1 37.2 40.5 37.0 39.6 
06 Sugar, sugar preparations and honey 41.6 51.7 51.0 20.6 9.2 10.2 5.5 

07 
Coffee, tea, cocoa, spices & manufactures 
thereof 20.2 16.4 20.6 20.7 14.5 15.8 13.0 

08 Feeding stuff for animals 0.6 0.4 0.1 0.3 0.6 0.8 1.0 
1 Beverages and tobacco 2.9 4.0 3.9 7.6 18.7 14.6 20.6 
11 Beverages 0.6 1.2 1.7 5.4 14.9 11.2 17.3 
12  Tobacco and tobacco manufactures 2.3 2.8 2.1 2.3 3.8 3.4 3.3 
2 Crude materials, inedible, except fuels 16.9 9.0 5.7 4.4 4.6 6.3 5.4 
21 Hides skins and furskings, raw 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.4 0.0 
22  Oil seeds and oleaginous fruit 0.7 0.4 0.6 0.7 0.3 0.3 0.1 
23 Crude rubber 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.3 0.6 0.3 
26 Textile fibres  15.0 7.4 4.0 1.0 0.3 0.3 0.1 
29 Crude animals an vegetable materials 0.7 0.7 1.0 1.5 1.8 1.9 1.1 

4 
Animal and vegetable oils, fats and 
waxes 0.4 0.5 0.2 0.9 1.6 2.9 3.7 

 TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 

Source: own elaboration based on FAOSTAT (2026) 

 

Rapid demographic growth ultimately weakened Latin America’s long-standing 

position as a net exporter of agricultural products (Díaz-Bonilla and Reca, 2002). Demand 

for food and agricultural goods expanded at an exceptional pace, driven by population 

growth, rising urban and industrial demand, and changing consumption patterns. 

Consequently, agricultural production destined for domestic markets grew more rapidly 

than export-oriented output, at least until the 1970s. 

The growth of agricultural exports depended mainly on the expansion of foreign 

demand linked to rising incomes in importing countries, as well as on technological 

advances that increased labor productivity in agriculture. 

Price trends were also unfavorable for Latin American agri-food exports during the 

second half of the twentieth century. Although the end of the Second World War and the 

normalization of maritime transport led to some improvement in the region’s terms of trade, 

these remained fixed at the relatively depressed levels of the interwar period. From the 

perspective of relative export prices, the return to peace did not mark a structural break in 

the trend; rather, it reinforced pessimistic interpretations of the long-term evolution of the 

terms of trade. Only the Korean War temporarily interrupted this pattern. In 1950 and 1951, 

rising demand for raw materials and food caused a sharp but short-lived surge in prices and 

a corresponding improvement in the terms of trade, although levels remained far below the 

peaks reached during the first two decades of the twentieth century. 



During the rest of the 1950s, Latin America’s terms of trade resumed a gradual 

decline, beginning a downward trajectory that accelerated after 1973 and continued until 

the end of the twentieth century. Using the real export price series for Latin American agri-

food products developed by Serrano and Pinilla (2011a), it is possible to observe that the 

region’s price performance was weaker than that of the global aggregate, especially after 

1976. In that year, the world series experienced a structural break, while the Latin American 

series entered a much steeper downward trend. Over the period as a whole, real export 

prices fell at an average annual rate of 0.8 percent worldwide, compared with 1.2 percent 

for Latin America. This divergence was largely due to the sharper decline in the Latin 

American series after 1976, when prices decreased at an annual rate of 2.2 percent, 

compared with a global decline of 1.3 percent per year. 

From 1976 onward, Latin American exports were more concentrated in product 

categories that suffered the strongest price deterioration, particularly bulk commodities and 

plantation crops, while the region remained relatively underrepresented in the more 

dynamic segments of world agri-food trade. 

More specifically, exports were heavily concentrated in commodity groups that 

experienced some of the sharpest price declines, especially coffee, tea, and cocoa, as well 

as sugar (Serrano and Pinilla, 2016; 2011a). This specialization in products exposed to 

adverse price trends largely explains the comparatively steeper fall in Latin America’s real 

export price index. 

3.4. Export boom and reprimarization  

 

The year 2001 marked the beginning of the agricultural export boom, although 

exports had already been growing strongly in the preceding years. Between 2000 and 

2019, the average annual growth rate was especially high, reaching 6.9 percent overall, 

7.3 percent in South America, and 5.7 percent in Mexico, Central America, and the 

Caribbean. The COVID-19 pandemic and the disruptions it caused in the global economy 

led to a sharp contraction, so that by 2024 export levels were once again close to the peak 

recorded in 2017. 

This export super-cycle cannot be fully explained without considering the debt 

crisis of the 1980s, which shifted policy priorities toward international trade as a way to 

generate the foreign exchange needed to service rising external debt. As a result, the 

region’s macroeconomic stability became increasingly tied to export performance 



(Bulmer-Thomas, 1994; French-Davis et al., 1997). In this context, many Latin American 

countries introduced pro-market reforms aimed at trade liberalization and export 

promotion, regarding integration into international markets as essential for reducing 

inefficiencies and encouraging economic growth. The outward-oriented growth model 

adopted in the early 1990s, together with export diversification and rising global demand, 

provided a major stimulus to exports and reversed the earlier downward trend (Serrano 

and Pinilla, 2014b; Martín-Retortillo et al., 2026; Ayuda et al., 2024). 

A direct outcome of this dynamism was Latin America’s increasing importance in 

global agri-food trade. The region’s share of world agricultural exports rose from 10.7 

percent in 1994–1999 to almost 14 percent in 2015–2019 (Figure 5). With this rapid 

export expansion, agri-food exports grew much faster than total exports from the 

beginning of the twenty-first century onward, although total exports also increased 

substantially in absolute terms. 

 
Figure 5. Latin American Agri-Food Exports, 2000–2024 (thousands of 2015 U.S. dollars) 

 

 
Source: Own elaboration based on FAO (2026) 

This export boom took place within a favorable terms-of-trade context, often 

described as a commodity price super-cycle, between 2002 and 2012, which benefited 

several of the region’s main export products. The unit values of Latin American agri-food 

exports rose at an average annual rate of 1.6 percent between 1994 and 2019, closely 

tracking the price growth of both global merchandise trade and world agricultural trade. 

In real terms, after adjusting for inflation, prices of Latin American agri-food exports 
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increased notably between 2002 and 2012, creating strong incentives to expand 

production and exports (Belloc, 2021; Ayuda et al., 2024). 

One of the main forces behind the region’s export expansion has been the growing 

importance of Asian markets. Since 2010, Asia has become the leading destination for 

Latin American agri-food exports, replacing Europe and increasing its share from 16.9 

percent in 1994 to 39.7 percent in 2019. The rise of Asian markets was accompanied by 

a decline in the relative importance of Europe and North America: in 1994–1999, these 

two regions accounted for 60 percent of agri-food exports, whereas by the late 2010s their 

combined share had fallen to 42 percent (Ayuda et al., 2024). 

Such a dramatic increase in agri-food exports would not have been possible without 

major supply-side changes, including a substantial expansion of agricultural production, 

which in turn stimulated export growth (Ayuda et al., 2022). Between 1993 and 2008, 

regional agricultural output expanded at an average annual rate of 3.4 percent, the fastest 

pace recorded since the end of the Second World War. Technological innovations, 

particularly the widespread adoption of no-till farming and transgenic seeds, were among 

the main drivers of this growth. From the early 1990s onward, Latin American agriculture 

achieved rapid productivity gains, exceeding the growth rates of previous decades. Other 

contributing factors included greater land-use intensity in the Southern Cone, the 

adoption of new production systems such as soybean production consortiums (“sowing 

pools”), the expansion of feedlots, and improvements in storage, agro-industrial 

processing, preservation, transport, and communication infrastructure. The use of inputs 

also intensified, with greater reliance on self-propelled machinery, chemical fertilizers, 

and hybrid seed varieties, reflecting significant progress in agricultural modernization 

(Martín-Retortillo et al., 2019, 2022). 

The region’s dynamism over the last three decades has also been reinforced by a 

shift toward non-traditional agri-food exports (Table 4). Between 2015 and 2019, the 

leading products included soybeans, oilcakes, and maize. Other significant exports 

included fruits, especially bananas, pineapples, and avocados, as well as frozen beef, 

green coffee, whether unroasted or minimally processed, poultry and pork. Several 

products expanded remarkably, particularly oilseeds and meat, while others, including 

tobacco, fish, coffee, cocoa, tea, and spices, lost relative importance (Pellegrina and 

Sotelo, 2026). Among these, meat and oilseeds recorded the strongest growth during the 

period under study, whereas coffee, tea, and cocoa experienced the largest losses in 

market share, mainly because of increased competition from Asian and African 



producers. In MCAC, the expansion of processed products, especially alcoholic 

beverages, has been exceptional: their share of agri-food exports increased from 3.9 

percent in 1981–1985 to 20.6 percent in 2021–2023, with Mexican beer exports notably 

turning the country into the world’s leading exporter of this product. 

Another important factor behind Latin America’s export expansion has been 

the spread of trade agreements. Since the 1990s, regional trade agreements (RTAs) signed 

by Latin American countries have constituted the core of their strategies for international 

economic integration. 

However, not all RTAs have produced the same effects. Customs unions, such 

as the Andean Community (Comunidad Andina) and the Central American Common 

Market (Mercado Común Centroamericano), together with free trade and economic 

integration agreements such as NAFTA (Tratado de Libre Comercio de América del 

Norte), have generated the strongest positive effects on agri-food exports. NAFTA, in 

particular, has been crucial for Mexico, while other agreements, including the Trans-

Pacific Partnership (TPP), have played an important role for other partner countries in the 

region (Ayuda et al., 2024). By contrast, the impact of MERCOSUR (Mercado Común 

del Sur) has been limited (Ayuda et al., 2026), possibly because of similarities in the 

production structures of its member countries. 

 

4. A Long-Term View of Latin America’s Agri-Food Exports 

Exports of goods heavily dependent on natural resources have historically occupied 

a central place in Latin America’s economic development. During the First Globalization, 

many countries in the region pursued development strategies centered on export 

expansion (Bértola and Ocampo, 2012; Bulmer-Thomas, 1994; Martín-Retortillo et al., 

2018, 2026). In this setting, Latin America’s involvement in international trade in primary 

commodities, including agri-food products, was significant and increased steadily 

throughout the period. 

However, an economic structure so strongly focused on external markets proved 

highly exposed to international shocks. The disruptions of the interwar period, especially 

the two world wars and the Great Depression of the 1930s, produced substantial 

instability. These events, along with major changes in the global economy and the 

growing influence of structuralist economic thought (Prebisch, 1950), help account for 

the strategic shift adopted by many Latin American countries from the 1950s onward, 



when they moved toward inward-oriented development strategies and policies designed 

to promote industrialization. 

During the period in which ISI policies were applied, the region progressively lost 

relative importance in global agri-food exports. Although Latin American exports 

continued to increase in absolute terms, they grew more slowly than those of other 

regions, thereby reducing the region’s share of world markets. 

The severe limitations of the import-substitution model became especially apparent 

during the economic crisis of the 1980s, commonly known as the “lost decade.” These 

difficulties led governments to seek greater economic openness and deeper integration 

into global markets. In agriculture, resources were increasingly redirected toward 

activities with the capacity to compete internationally. As a result, agricultural exports 

grew rapidly, particularly from the mid-1990s onward, producing a significant increase 

in the region’s agri-food exports. 

During the first two decades of the twenty-first century, agri-food exports expanded 

at an exceptionally strong pace, with growth rates that in some cases even exceeded those 

observed during the First Globalization. This dynamic has led some scholars to 

characterize the process as a reprimarization of Latin American economies, a trend further 

reinforced by the rapid expansion of mineral and energy-resource exports. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 6. Latin American Agri-Food Exports, 1850–2024 (thousands of 1980 U.S. dollars) 

 

 
 

Source: own elaboration based on Federico and Tena (2019), IIA (1910-1939), IIA/FAO (1947), FAO 

(1947-2000) and FAOSTAT (2026) 

 

Periods of rapid growth in Latin America’s agri-food exports have historically 

been associated with improvements in the region’s terms of trade, as occurred during the 

First Globalization and in the early decades of the twenty-first century. By contrast, 

phases of stagnation or slower growth, such as the interwar period and much of the second 

half of the twentieth century, coincided with sharp deteriorations in those terms (Ocampo 

and Parra-Lancourt, 2010; Serrano and Pinilla, 2011a). 

Between 1900 and the 1920s, Latin America’s agri-food exports expanded more 

rapidly than those of most other regions, reflecting the dynamism of the Belle Époque 

(1870–1914). However, the recent export boom differs markedly from that earlier period. 

The character of trade has changed: while the first wave of globalization was dominated 

by inter-industry trade, contemporary trade includes a substantial intra-industry 

component. In addition, although exports of natural resource-intensive goods remain 

central, manufactured products now have an increasingly important role, a trend that 
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points to partial reprimarization despite the significant industrialization achieved in much 

of the region during the late twentieth century. 

Across different historical periods, the countries generating external demand have 

strongly shaped the trajectory of Latin American exports: Great Britain during the first 

wave of globalization, the United States during much of the twentieth century, and China 

in the early twenty-first century. 

External demand, however, does not by itself fully account for the region’s export 

dynamism. Structural changes within Latin American agriculture, involving production 

methods, technological adoption, and input use, were also essential for sustaining and 

expanding export capacity (Martín-Retortillo et al., 2026), although often at significant 

environmental cost (Urrego et al., 2026). 

In both waves of globalization, reductions in transaction costs, especially in 

transport costs and trade barriers, also supported export growth, although these factors 

seem to have been more decisive during the first wave. A distinctive feature of the recent 

period is the positive role played by regional trade agreements, which marks a clear break 

with the post-Second World War era. In that period, the slow growth of Latin American 

agri-food exports was often associated with the limited success of regional integration, in 

contrast to Europe, where rapid intra-regional trade growth benefited from deep market 

integration (Serrano and Pinilla, 2011c). Although structuralist economists maintained 

that regional integration was a necessary complement to inward-oriented development 

policies, the results achieved before the twenty-first century were modest (Bulmer-

Thomas, 1994). Latin American countries also failed to substantially alter the 

composition of their food exports, remaining tied to products with low income elasticity 

of demand. 

Since the early 2000s, however, significant advances in regional economic 

integration have become a key factor behind the recent boom in Latin America’s agri-

food exports and an important strategy used by Latin American countries to expand this 

trade. 

The preceding analysis has shown that the development impulse generated by 

export specialization has been highly varied. During the First Globalization, there is little 

doubt that deep integration into international markets through primary-product exports 

was the most viable and reasonable strategy. In contrast to the criticism that dominated 

assessments of this period during the 1960s and 1970s, more recent studies have 

reassessed its effects, offering a more positive interpretation while recognizing that 



outcomes differed substantially according to several factors (Kuntz-Ficker, 2017b). The 

pace of export growth and the strength of export linkages, whether forward, backward, or 

through final demand, were crucial. The “commodity lottery” also clearly mattered, since 

not all products offered the same opportunities, as did each country’s institutional 

framework. 

In the decades after the Second World War, industrialization replaced primary-

product exports as the main factor explaining differences in income per capita. Under this 

new model, exports of primary goods played a much less prominent role. 

Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, however, primary-product exports 

have once again become much more important in explaining cross-country differences in 

growth and income per capita (Martín-Retortillo et al., 2018). The most recent export 

boom has shown its capacity to stimulate economic growth in the regions most directly 

involved. Nevertheless, some studies emphasize that its benefits have been distributed 

very unevenly, especially between large firms and small- and medium-sized farmers 

(Velazco, 2024). 
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