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Developing countries emerge as biggest destination 

for U.S. food exports

In fi scal year 2008, for the fi rst time, developing 
countries accounted for more than half of U.S. 
food and agricultural exports. While Canada, 
Europe, and Japan have been large markets for a 
long time, Mexico and China have recently joined 
them.  

This shift to developing markets may be tempo-
rarily reversed because of the global economic 
downturn but will likely continue afterwards, driv-
en by rapid economic growth and the growing 
concentration of food demand in urban areas. 

The pace of economic growth in developing 
countries, while forecast to slow in the short 
term, will still be more than twice as fast as in de-
veloped countries. 

Rising incomes lead to predictable dietary shifts 
from starchy staples to more protein-rich foods, 
such as meat, dairy, and soy products, in which 
the United States has a comparative advantage. 

Rapid urbanization in developing countries 
causes logistical challenges that U.S. exporters 
are well positioned to overcome. Urban con-
gestion and costs in delivering food to central 
markets are giving way to more effi  cient market-
ing systems, including modern supermarkets 
that keep costs down through economies of 
scale in procurement and distribution. 

As markets develop, adoption of standardized 
equipment and organizational systems facili-
tates international transactions. The resulting 
trade gains may be transitory as pressures within 
these countries grow to expand and streamline 
linkages with their restructuring and moderniz-
ing agricultures.

Income growth and urbanization are key factors

Developing country incomes are growing more than twice as fast 
as those of developed countries, and consumers are becoming 
increasingly affluent.
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Population growth is most rapid in developing countries, but rates are 
slowing. Populations in some developed markets, like Japan and a 
number of European countries, are actually shrinking.  
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Source: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.
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Note: There are developed countries in some developing regions; e.g., 
Singapore in Southeast Asia and Saudi Arabia and Israel in the Middle East.

*South Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong.

Source: Economic Research Service, Outlook for U.S. Agricultural Trade, 
AES-60, December 1, 2008.

In FY 2008, for the fi rst time, developing markets surpassed developed 
markets as the largest destination for U.S. food and agricultural exports. 
Mexico and China were the leading developing markets.
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ERS provides research assessments of supply, demand, and policy developments for major U.S. foreign markets 
and competitors. Recent research examined changes in global food consumption, global trade in processed prod-
ucts, food consumption and food safety in China, and prospects for India’s food grain and oilseed sectors. 
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Urbanization is increasing in developing countries, which will 
account for 90 percent of projected urban growth.
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Source: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.
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Map courtesy of NASA.

Ranking of U.S. agricultural export markets

Country/region FY2000 FY2008

Canada 2 1
Mexico 4 2
Japan 1 3
China 7 4
European Union-27 3 5
South Korea 5 6
Taiwan 6 7
Indonesia 12 8
Egypt 9 9
Russia 13 10
Colombia 17 11
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For more information, see the ERS Website:  ers.usda.gov/ . . .
 . . . Briefi ng/GlobalFoodMarkets/  (Global Food Markets);  . . . Briefi ng/Baseline/  (Agricultural Baseline Projections);
 . . . Briefi ng/AgTrade/  (U.S. Agricultural Trade)
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Composite satellite photo of the Earth at night.
White areas show greater concentrations of 
population (lights).

Composite satellite photo of the Earth at night.
White areas show greater concentrations of 
population (lights).


