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South America dominates the U.S. view of agricultural production in the rest of the world, in part because 
it has supplanted the U.S. as the leading producer of soybeans. Such a view is myopic, thus missing 
important storylines. One of them is the key role of the Black Sea area in the growth of production and 
exports of corn, soybeans, and wheat since 2000. Another is the implications for U.S. exports of farm 
commodities. 

Methods 

Source for the data used in this article is the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Foreign Agriculture Service 
(USDA, FAS). Data were collected for these areas: Australia, Black Sea, China, European Union (28 
countries), India, North America, South America, and the World. The regions listed account for 87%, 99%, 
and 84% of world production of corn, soybeans, and wheat, respectively; and an even larger share of 
world exports (94%, 100%, and 93%, respectively). The Black Sea area is composed of Kazakhstan, 
Russia, and Ukraine. Due to variation in production of agricultural commodities caused by weather and 
other factors, averages are computed for the crop year periods of 2000-2001 through 2002-2003 and 
2014-2015 through 2016-2017. 

Current Distribution of Production 

Figure 1 illustrates the well-known storyline that wheat production is distributed across the globe, soybean 
production is concentrated in North and South American, and the distribution of corn production lies 
between these two distributions. South America and North America account for the largest share of 
soybean and corn production, respectively. Their share is currently 18 percentage points larger than the 
share of the next largest producer (China and North America). The European Community accounts for the 
largest share of world wheat production at 21%, with China next largest at 17%. 
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Change in Distribution of Production since 2000 

The Black Sea is the only area with a larger share of world production in 2014-16 than 2000-02 for all 3 
crops (see Figure 2). In contrast, North America is the only area whose share of world production of all 
three crops is at least -0.5% lower in 2014-16. The single largest change since 2000 is a 10 percentage 
point increase in South America’s share of world soybean production. It is now clearly the world’s leading 
soybean producer. At the turn of the 21st Century, South and North American were essentially tied with 
shares of 44% and 42%, respectively. 

 

Change in Distribution of Exports since 2000 

Exports have expanded faster than production for all 3 crops since 2000. The growth in exports with 
production in parenthesis are: corn, 85% (70%); soybeans, 140% (76%), and wheat, 65% (28%). The 
only area to increase its share of world exports in all 3 crops is the Black Sea (see Figure 3). Share of 
world corn and soybean exports increased the most for South America, but its share of world wheat 
exports declined. World export share declined the most for North America, with -23, -9, and -12 
percentage point declines for corn, soybeans, and wheat, respectively. 
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Meat and Animal Product Exports 

A topic of recent interest in the U.S. has been indirect export of grains and oilseeds via increasing exports 
of meat and animal products. Despite this growth, U.S. share of world exports has declined since 2000 for 
all meat and animal products tracked by FAS. In particular, exports of turkey, broiler, beef/veal, and pork 
declined -39, -35, -15, -and -14 percentage points, respectively. South America’s share of world broiler, 
beef/veal, and turkey exports increased +15, +8, and +6 percentage points; its share of world pork 
exports declined -1 percentage point. Exports of meat and animal products from the Black Sea area is 
limited. 

Summary Observations 

 The Black Sea area has been a key contributor to the increase in world corn, soybean, and wheat 
production since 2000. 

 Reinforcing the need to pay attention to the Black Sea area is its more variable yields than in 
North and South America (see Figure 4, data note 1, and farmdoc daily, November 11, 2015). 

 Since the turn of the 21st Century, the U.S. has seen its share of world exports decline not just for 
corn, soybeans, and wheat but also for meat and animal products. Exports of all agricultural 
commodities examined in this article have increased except for wheat and turkey meat, but the 
increase in exports has been slower for the U.S. than for the rest of the world. 

 The U.S. is more dependent on yield to expand production of corn, soybeans, and wheat than the 
rest of the world as a whole. Between 2000-02 and 2014-16, land harvested for corn and 
soybeans increased 15 and 62 percentage points less in the U.S. than rest of the world (see 
Figure 5). Land harvested for wheat declined in the U.S. while increasing in the rest of the world. 
Reasons for the smaller increase/decrease in the U.S. include little growth in total land in crop 
production and the high share of land already planted to corn, soybeans, and wheat. In short, it 
appears that expansion of corn, soybean, and wheat acres in the U.S. will be limited relative to 
the rest of the world and largely constrained to shifts from other crops. 

 Interacting with the previous point is an important change in U.S. farm policy. During the 1973-
1980 period of farm prosperity the U.S. eliminated all land retirement programs, including those 
with a conservation orientation. During the 2006-2013 period of farm prosperity, the U.S. did not 
eliminate and only moderately reduced land retirement programs, all of which now have a 
conservation orientation. 

 Due to lower U.S. farm returns in recent years, considerable discussion is occurring about 
expanding land retirement conservation programs, in particular the Conservation Reserve 
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Program (farmdoc daily, May 4, 2017). While sound reasons exist for this discussion, it is 

important to note that such a policy decision will make it harder to expand U.S. farm exports. 

 In summary, for a variety of reasons, it will likely be harder to expand U.S. exports of farm 
commodities than the current rhetoric and interest in farm export expansion suggests. At the very 
least, sustained expansion of U.S. exports of farm commodities will likely require a significant 
commitment of resources to increasing U.S. yields. 

 

 

Data Notes 

1. Yield variability is measured as the standard deviation of the percent deviation from trend-line 
yield, a commonly-used measure. A linear trend-line yield is estimated for the crop years from 
2000-2001 through 2016-2017 for each area. Given recent evidence for non-linear yield trends in 
U.S. soybeans (farmdoc daily, May 10, 2017) and Brazil corn (farmdoc daily, February 22, 2017), 
a non-linear trend-line also is estimated. Statistical evidence for a non-linear trend is close to but 
not statistically significant for this period. Thus, a linear trend-line yield estimate is used. 
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