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Brazilian Agriculture: Development and Challenges

Junichi SHIMIZU

1. Introduction
   In the early 21st century, the structure of world agricultural trade has undergone major changes. In terms of net exports, the 
difference between exports and imports, South America has become the world’s largest exporter, surpassing North America. Taking 
soybean as an example, on the supply side, North America almost monopolized the world’s soybean exports during the 20th century; 
however, since the beginning of the 21st century, it has become an oligopolistic state comprising North and South America. On the 
demand side, exports are increasingly becoming polarized toward China. In addition, the results of the Food Supply and Demand 
Projection in the World in 2024, released by the Policy Research Institute, Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries in March 
2015, also indicate the possibility of a growing grain shortage in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East in the future. As a result, the role of 
Brazil, the largest net exporter of food in South America, in the global food supply is expected to become increasingly important.
   Therefore, in this paper, we look back on the process and factors influencing the expansion of Brazilian agricultural production, 
particularly of grains. The future challenges for the country’s agriculture are also described.

2. Changes in exported agricultural products
   Ever since Brazil was colonized by the Portuguese in 1500, the production of agricultural products for export has been characterized 
by “the cycle of monocultures.” When the export of a predominant crop in a certain era declined, it was replaced by another crop. Pau-
Brazil, or Brazil Wood, was the first major export item of the Portuguese colony. The wood includes a red dye called brazilin that was 
prized for dyeing cloth and became the origin of the country’s name, Brazil. It was followed by sugar, tobacco, rubber, and coffee as 
representative exports of each era.
   Currently, Brazil does not specialize in the export of any major agricultural product. In addition to conventional items―coffee, 
orange juice, and sugar―new items―including soybean related products, corn, meats, and ethanol―that have recently become major 
export goods, also have a high share in the world market. Thus, Brazilian agriculture has transformed from monoculture to producing 
diversified items for export.
   Looking at the composition of current agricultural exports, the share of new items is higher than that of traditional items. New items 
have higher income elasticity of demand. Although corn currently has a small share, it has been an export item since the beginning of 
the 21st century with its global market share expanding in the recent years; therefore, it has been drawing attention. Hence, we look at 
this trend of production expansion of soybeans and corn.

3. Factors for expanding grain production
   As shown in Figure 1, Brazil’s grain production hit a record of 194 million tons in 2013-14. This is an increase of 75 million tons, 
or 63%, compared with 1.19 billion tons in 2003-04. In 
contrast, the total planted area increased by 7.62 million 
hectares to 58.04 million hectares in the same period; 
this is only a 22% increase. Therefore, the Brazilian 
government recognizes productivity growth as the main 
factor for the increase in grain production. This assertion 
will be verified below. In addition, although soybeans 
are generally categorized as oilseeds, it is important 
to note that in the Brazilian statistics, soybeans are 
included as grains.
   A breakdown of the increase in production between 
2013-14 and 2003-04shows that soybeans and corn 
accounted for 99.7% of the total grain production. In 
case of planted areas, the two crops account for 123% 
of the total area, which means that the total planted area 
for crops other than soybeans and corn is decreasing. 
As can be seen, the overall trend of grain production in 
Brazil is largely determined by soybeans and corn.
   First, the planted area and yield of soybean have 

Figure 1. Changes in grain production
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Source: Compiled by the author based on Conab statistics.
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increased over the past 10 years. Since production is determined by the 
planted area and yield, the extent to which these two factors contributed 
to the increase in production was measured. As shown in Table 1, the 
contribution rate of the planted area is 62.5%, which is higher than the 
yield, 37.5%.
   Second, contrary to soybeans, the contribution rate of planted area is 
33.3%. This is called the “developed countries’ pattern”; in developed 
countries, the planted area cannot be expanded although the yield is 
expanding. However, the problem is not so simple. Because corn is 
harvested twice a year in Brazil, each production pattern is different. 
First crop corn is planted from August to December and harvested from 
January to June the following year. The first crop corn is planted almost all over Brazil, especially in the south, where it competes with 
soybean for land use. Second crop corn is planted from the beginning of January to March and is harvested from the end of July to 
September of the same year. Unlike first crop corn, the second crop corn’s cultivation is limited to some regions, such as the center-
west. In these regions, second crop corn is planted as an after-crop of early soybean varieties. In terms of production volume, the first 
crop corn occupied an overwhelming proportion in the past, but in the recent years, the production volume of the second crop corn has 
become more than the first crop.
   The planted area of the first crop corn has decreased during this period. However, the decline in the planted area was compensated 
by yield growth, thus stabilizing production. As a result, the contribution rate was calculated as 2,200.5% for planted area and 2,300.5% 
for the yield, respectively. At first sight, these values may seem to be a little strange, but the two together amount to 100%. In contrast, 
both the planted area and the yield for second crop corn have increased. Thus, the production volume increased more than four times, 
making its contribution rate similar to that of soybean. As shown in Table 1, the contribution rate of planted area is 67.9% and that of 
the yield is 32.1%. Since the second crop corn is planted as an after-crop of soybeans, there is a complementary relationship between 
soybeans and corn in land use. Currently, as the planted area of soybeans is growing the area of corn is inevitably increasing as well.
   As mentioned above, the increased production of soybeans and second crop corn is mainly due to an expansion of the planted area. 
The existence of a vast agricultural frontier, called the “Cerrado” (mainly in the center-west), has had a crucial impact in this regard. 
“Cerrado” is the name of Brazilian biomes that were once considered to be barren lands. However, as Japanese-Brazilian Cooperation 
Program for Cerrados Development, which began in the 1970s, triggered development in the region, it has transformed into the 
largest grain-growing area in Brazil. In addition, the development of new tropical varieties of soybeans has played an important role. 
Moreover, big trading companies, called “majors,” expanded their business in Brazil and supplied farmers with funds for planting 
and pioneered sales channels of exportable goods; at the same time, the economic growth of China as a large importer should not be 
overlooked.

4. Challenges of Brazilian agriculture
   The strengths of Brazilian agriculture have been mentioned. However, the problem is that soybean and corn are the only crops 
available for export, and the self-sufficiency rates of staple foods such as feijão beans, rice, and wheat are not very high.
   Another problem is that as the production area moves inland, the distance from the exporting ports increases, thus raising the 
domestic transportation cost. In the United States, domestic transportation costs are relatively low due to the availability river transport 
along the Mississippi River from the Midwest to the major grain-exporting ports in the Gulf of Mexico. In Brazil, river transport 
and railway networks are not well developed and road transport is the main mode, thus degrading Brazil’s price competitiveness. In 
addition, the storage capacity has not kept up with the increase in supply. It is urgent to develop infrastructure such as warehouses, 
roads, railroads, rivers, and port facilities that are necessary for post-harvest agricultural production.
   Finally, as Brazilian exports majorly depend on China, Brazilian agriculture tends to be affected greatly by trends in the Chinese 
economy. Therefore, the diversification of export destinations should be considered.

(Unit : %)

Soybean
Corn total

Total First crop corn Second crop 
corn

Planted area 62.5 33.3 -2,200.5 67.9

Yield 37.5 66.7 2,300.5 32.1

Source: Calculated by the author based on Conab statistics.

Table 1. Factors affecting grain production(2003/04 to 2013/14)


