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China’s Agricultural Policies Reshape Global Sorghum Trade

by Anh Tran, Tani Lee, , and 

The United States accounts for 70 percent of the world’s exports of sorghum, a food and
feed crop that often substitutes for corn. While sorghum is primarily grown in the United
States, India, and Sub-Saharan Africa, the biggest importers of sorghum have historically
been Japan and Mexico, with two-thirds of world shipments—about 3.7 million metric tons
(mmt)—reaching their ports in 2012/13. But recently, the global pattern of sorghum imports
has shifted with the emergence of China and its surging demand for animal feed.
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In the past, China imported sorghum primarily from Myanmar to produce baijiu, a popular alcoholic beverage. Recently, however,
China’s trade and transgenic barriers to corn imports have pushed its domestic corn prices artificially above the world price, forcing it to
rely more heavily on sorghum from abroad as a lower cost feed substitute. China’s sorghum imports jumped from 84,000 metric tons in
2011/12 to 4.2 mmt in 2013/14, now making it the world’s top sorghum importer. In contrast, Mexico’s sorghum imports have declined in
response to cheaper world corn prices, and Japan’s sorghum imports have largely remained unchanged.

China’s agricultural and trade policies in the corn sector are driving much of the growth in sorghum demand and imports. Chinese corn
farmers receive high prices as a result of production subsidies and government purchases. Tariff rate quotas, the government’s ban on
unapproved genetically modified (GM) corn, and slow approval process further insulate domestic producers from international market
forces. As a result, livestock producers in China now not only face higher domestic feed prices but also constraints on their ability to
import corn from abroad. In response, the livestock industry has shifted its feed inputs towards low-priced sorghum, sidestepping GM
restrictions and a variety of import trade barriers.

China’s sorghum demand is a big reason why world sorghum trade is expected to gradually expand over the next decade by 8 percent
to reach 9.1 mmt by 2024/25. China is projected to be the world’s dominant sorghum importer over the next decade, with imports
projected to grow from 4.8 mmt in 2015/16 to 5.6 mmt by 2024/25. Worldwide supply is not expected to grow as fast as demand, and
China’s domestic production remains flat because of low profitability. While these events unfold in the foreground, Japan’s sorghum
imports are projected to stabilize over the next decade at about 1.4 mmt per year while Mexico, previously the largest sorghum importer,
is projected to continue its shift away from sorghum and into corn. Meanwhile, as the world’s largest exporter, the United States is
expected to ship roughly 6 mmt over the next 10 years, largely buoyed by China’s demand. The next two largest exporters, Argentina
and Australia, are expected to ship about 2.7 mmt of exports by 2024/25.
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, by Paul Westcott and James Hansen, USDA, Economic Research Service, February
2015

This article is drawn from...
USDA Agricultural Projections to 2024 
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