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Perspectives 

continue its long-term downward trend in 
1983, the result of dietary concerns and 
competition from other breakfast foods. 
Dairy product use was up last year, tem
porarily reversing a long-term decline. 
Fluid milk use was down, but the distri
bution of cheese and butter from 
Government stocks pushed processed 
dairy product consumption up. In 1983, 
per capita consumption of dairy products 
will be unchanged, with lower fluid milk 
use being offset by slightly higher pro
cessed dairy products use. 

Per capita consumption of crop product 
foods last year was near the 1981 level. 
Lower consumption of most fruits was 
offset by larger consumption of potatoes 
and corn sweeteners. In 1983, consump
tion of crop product foods will be up 2 to 
3 percent. Fruit and vegetable use will be 
up significantly as production recovers 
from many weather-related difficulties 
that limited 1982 supplies. Further in
creases in corn sweetener use will offset 
some decline in sugar consumption. Use 
of cereals and bakery NOducts will be up 
due to large wheat and rice supplies. □ 
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A
lthough the United States is the
world's largest exporter of agricul

tural commodities, accounting for 
roughly 2 out of every 5 tons traded on 
the world market, it is also the fourth lar
gest importer behind West Germany, the 
Soviet Union, and Japan. In 1982, the 
United States imported 15 million metric 
tons of farm products valued at $15.5 bil
lion. 

To participate in trade, a country ordi
narily has a "comparative advantage" 
such as America's highly productive 
farmland and climate, Bolivia's mineral 
wealth, or Colombia's tropical climate for 
producing coffee. A country exports 
these goods, while importing those pro
duced at an advantage by other countries. 
The temperate U.S. climate, for example, 
precludes production of tropical products 
such as coffee, cocoa, and rubber. How
ever, abundant fertile land and a highly 
efficient a·gricultural sector provide the 
United States with a comparative advan
tage in producing such commodities as 
wheat, corn, and soybeans for export. 

While the United States has an advan
tage in producing products such as grains 
and oilseeds, which are more economi
cally produced with labor-saving technol
ogy and productive land, products that 
have a higher labor component face 
stiffer competition from foreign produc
ers due to lower wages paid in many of 
these countries. Thus, a U.S. laborer 
might have more advanced machinery at 
his disposal, allowing him to complete a 
task in less time, but the lower wage 
structure in foreign countries can enable 
foreign competitors to undercut U.S 
prices. 

Product Mix of U.S. Agricultural Imports 

U.S. agricultural imports can be 
separated into complementary 
products-commodities that are not pro
duced commercially in the United States, 
and supplementary products-those that 
are similiar or interchangeable to a signi
ficant extent with a commodity that is 
produced domestically. Both comple
mentary and supplementary products 
enter the U.S. food and fiber system at 

various stages of processing. We import 
low value, unprocessed commodities (ba
nanas), high value, unprocessed com
modities (coffee beans), and processed 
products (canned hams). In most cases, 
it is to a country's advantage to import 
primary or raw products and process 
them, thus generating higher national in
come and more jobs. 

Approximately 40 percent of the total 
dollar value of U.S. farm imports is for 
complementary products, of which less 
than 20 percent would be considered pro
cessed. The 5 million tons of comple
mentary products imported in 1981 were 
mostly bulk items that entered duty free, 
such as bananas, coffee, cocoa beans, and 
natural rubber. Cocoa products (butter, 
powder, and cake), the most significant 
processed products in this category, also 
entered the United States virtually duty 
free. 

The remaining 60 percent of U.S. agri
cultural imports are supplementary prod
ucts. These products range from Aus
tralian beef and Caribbean cane sugar, to 
Malaysian palm oil and Turkish tobacco. 
The United States is capable of producing 
these products or close substitutes, yet 
demand for supplementary products ex
ists for a number of reasons: 

• Imported beef, worth $1.4 billion in
1982, provides a leaner, cheaper cut to 
augment U.S. beef production. Unlike 
U.S. producers who grain-feed three
fourths of their beef cattle in confined 
feedlots during the last 3 to 6 months be
fore slaughter, producers in the world's 
other large beef-producing countries 
(Australia, New Zealand, the European 
Community) graze their cattle up to the 
time of slaughter, thus assuring leaner, 
less expensive meat. The use of im
ported beef in the United States has risen 
from 1 percent of domestic production 
just after World War II to its present rate 
of 7 to 8 percent. This is in large part due 
to the proliferation of "fast food" restau
rants and the dramatic reduction in the 
U.S. dairy herd, limiting the supply of 
lean cattle for slaughter. 
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• Higher discretionary income in the
United States and a large population with 
diversified needs provide a viable market 
for a wide range of imported goods. Even 
the smallest importer has a relatively 
large customer base with which to cover 
costs. This is particularly true for "lux
ury" goods whose purchases are very 
responsive to changes in income, such as 
imported European wines and cheeses. 

• The United States simply cannot
produce enough of certain commodities, 
such as sugar, to meet domestic demand. 

• Extended growing seasons in other
countries help meet U.S. demand for cer
tain products when our products are una
vailable. For example, Mexican farmers 
produce vegetables year-round and ship 
them here during our winter months 
when U.S. production is at its lowest 
level. 

• Some U.S. processors import raw
commodities, such as sugar, coffee, 
cocoa, and tobacco, process them or 
blend them with other domestic inputs, 
and sell the finished good to a third coun
try. 

• Economic "disincentives" exist for
particular U.S. products. For example, it 
is not economical for U.S. milk proces

sors to produce casein, given the higher 
profits for alternative byproducts such as 
nonfat dry milk, butter, and cheese. 

• Lower prices of foreign products
make them competively attractive in this 
country. 

Import Perspective Since 1950 
Given the size and affluence of the 

U.S. population, and the relatively free 
access to U.S. markets afforded foreign 
exporters, it is understandable that U.S. 
importers and foreign suppliers view this 
market as a dynamic one with great po
tential. However, the volume of agricul
tural products entering the United States 
over the past 30 years has not grown all 

that much. Only once since 1950 have 
imports been outside the relatively nar-
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row range of 10 to 17 million tons, while 
U.S. exports over the same period 
climbed from 16 million tons to 163 mil
lion. 

Growth in import volume occurred in 

supplementary products, as complemen
tary goods (coffee, cocoa, rubber, etc.) 
have stayed relatively constant at 4 to 6 

million tons. The ratio of supplementary 
products to total imports (in value terms) 
shows a modest upward trend since 1950 
(see figure 1). A closer look at selected 
agricultural commodities illustrates the 

changing demand for imported goods in 
the United States (table 1). 

Imports of coffee beans accounted for 
as much as one-fourth of all U.S. agricul
tural imports in some years. There are, 
however, significant downward trends in 
coffee consumption in the United States, 
because of both fewer drinkers and fewer 
cups per day. A 1982 survey by the 
International Coffee Organization found 
that 56 percent of Americans drink cof
fee, compared with 75 percent in 1962, 
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and the number of cups per drinker had 
fallen from 4.2 to 3.4 per day. This can be 
traced back to developments over the 
past 30 years, such as health concerns 
and competition from soft drinks, which 
have taken a share of the beverage mar
ket away from coffee. Also, prices shot 
up dramatically after the Brazilian frost in 
1975, losing, perhaps forever, a certain 
segment of coffee consumers. 

Raw sugar imports accounted for about 

half of the 95 to 100 pounds of sugar con
sumed per capita between 1960 and 1973. 
However, since 1973, corn sweeteners, 
particularly high fructose corn syrup, 
have taken more than a fourth of the 
sweetener market away from sugar, forc
ing domestic and foreign producers to 
compete for a shrinking market. A price 
support program for sugar was included 

in the 1981 Agriculture and Food Act to 
protect domestic producers. Import fees 
and duties along with restrictive import 
quotas are now in effect. 

Bananas have become the most con-

Figure 1.Supplementary Imports as a Percentage of Total U.S. Agricultural Imports 
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sumed fruit per capita in the United 
States. Over 21 pounds, all of which are 
imported, are consumed on average by 
every American each year. Following 
frosts in Florida, imports of frozen con
centrated orange juice climbed to over 
328 million gallons in 1982, compared 
with an annual average of 35 million gal
lons in the mid- l 970's. 

The mix of imported cocoa beans and 
products has changed in the past 10 years. 
Where the United States once imported 
about 300,000 tons of cocoa beans and 
110,000 tons of cocoa products-such as 
chocolate-we now import 162,000 tons 
of products and 192,000 tons of beans. 
This has happened for a number of rea
sons. Two of the major exporters, Brazil 
and Ecuador, have employed certain 
measures such as export subsidies to in
crease the level of cocoa products ex
ported vis-a-vis cocoa beans. This was 
done to capture the "value added" of ex
porting a ton of cocoa butter at $5,100 a 
ton versus exporting the cocoa beans for 

only $1,875 a ton (1981 prices). Also, 
some U.S. producers, through joint ven
tures and the formation of subsidiaries, 
have been able to take advantage of 
cheaper labor, tax incentives, and export 
subsidies, by locating processing facilities 
in exporting countries. 

Among the most rapidly growing im
ports have been wines and beer, reaching 
$1.23 billion in 1982, from only $177 mil
lion in 1970. The European Community, 
with French and Italian wines and Dutch 
and German beers, accounts for the 
overwhelming majority of that market. 

Regional Growth 

Only once since 1950 has Brazil been 
surpassed as the largest supplier of agri
cultural commodities to the United 
States, and that was by Mexico in 1973. 
The fortunes of Latin America's share in 
the U.S. market rest to a large extent on 
these two countries, particularly since the 
United States imposed an embargo on 
shipments from Cuba in 1960. Cuba had 

Table 1. Import Volume of Selected Agricultural Commodities; Averages for 
Calendar Years 1949-51, 1959-61, 1969-71 and 1979-81 

1949-51 1959-61 1969-71 1979-81 

1.000 metric tons 

Complementary 

Coffee, green 1,216 1,351 1,230 1,082 

Bananas 1,491 1,581 1,799 2,383 

Cocoa beans 286 273 275 189 

Cocoa products 17 60 104 173 

Tea, crude NA 51 68 83 

Rubber, crude 744 466 592 680 

Supplementary 

Red meats 130 400 804 917 

Cheese 21 31 67 110 

Sugar, cane/beet 3,342 4,067 4,619 4,235 

Tomatoes, fresh 185 251 252 286 

Tobacco, unmfd. 43 72 106 163 

Coconut oil 55 78 249 439 

Wines and malt liquor 1 NA 93 218 949 

NA - nol available. 
1 

Figures expressed in 1,000 liters. One liter equals 0.264175 gallon. 
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supplied approximately three-fourths of 
all U.S. imported sugar, and consistently 
ranked among our largest suppliers of 
agricultural products. 

Brazil has developed a diversified ex
port policy over the years and no longer 
relies on coffee bean sales to the United 
States for 90 percent of its export revenue 
as it did in 1950. It now relies on a wider 
range of commodities, including raw and 
processed coffee, cocoa beans and prod
ucts, processed beef, orange juice, sugar 
cane, nuts, scrap tobacco, and castor oil. 
In 1980, Brazil was the first country to 
exceed $2 billion in annual exports to the 
United States. 

Mexico ships a wide variety of goods to 
the United States, three-fourths of which 
are vegetables, coffee, fruits, and cattle. 

Other major suppliers in Latin America 
include the Dominican Republic, Colom
bia, Argentina, Honduras, Ecuador, Gua
temala, and Costa Rica. 

Canada and Mexico enjoy a special 
trade relationship with the United States 
due to their proximity. Combined, they 
account for 10 to 15 percent of the U.S. 
import market. Nearly half of all Cana
dian exports to the United States are ei
ther live animals or fresh and frozen 
meats. 

Table 2. U.S. Per Capita Con-
sumption of Selected Agri-
cultural Products: 1960, 1970, 1980 

1960 1970 1980 

Pounds 

retail weight 

Coffee 11.6 10.4 7.8 

Cocoa 2.9 3.1 2.6 

Bananas 19.5 17.6 20.8 

Sugar 97.6 101.7 83.7 

Cheese 8.4 11.5 17.6 

Red Meat 144.2 162.2 157.2 

Fishery Products 10.3 11.8 12.7 

Fresh Vegetables 105.7 99.1 108.3 

Fresh Fruit 93.9 81.3 87.4 
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Figure 2. Regional Shares of U.S. Imports; 1950,-1960, 1970, and 1980 

1950 

$4.0 billion 

1960 

$3.8 billion 

Europe, predominantly Western Eu
rope, has found a large market here for 
canned hams (Polish and Danish), a wide 
variety of cheeses, wines, and beers. 
These specialty products account for over 
half of U.S. agricultural imports from Eu
rope. Because Western Europe relies so 
heavily on exports-it is estimated that a 
third of their Gross National Product is 
generated by them-it has developed effi
cient marketing skills that facilitate entry 
into a new market with a wide range of 
products. 

Australia and New Zealand are among 
the world's lowest cost dairy and live
stock producers due to year-round graz
ing, moderate temperatures, and limited 
pressure to develop land for other uses. 
As a result, even the enormous costs of 
transporting lean beef to the United 
States have not proved prohibitive. 
Sugar, cheese, casein, and wool also 
make their way into the United States 
from "Down Under." 

Three-fourths of the value of U.S. agri
cultural imports from Africa are ac
counted for by coffee, cocoa beans, sugar, 
and rubber. The Ivory Coast is far and 

NFR-21 

1970 

$5.8 billion 

away the largest African supplier at $330 
million, with IO other countries shipping 
$50 million to $100 million each to the 
United States. Although these countries 
also rely heavily on exports, their trans
portation and marketing systems are so 
unwieldy, and they are so tied to Europe, 
that any expansion of exports, particu
larly processed goods, to the United 
States is limited. 

Agricultural imports from Asia come 
mostly from the East, in particular In
donesia, the Philippines, and Malaysia. 
Here, too, there is a reliance upon unpro
cessed commodities, such as coffee, 
rubber, sugar, and tobacco, which ac
count for 45 to 50 percent of total agricul
tural exports to the United States. How
ever, commodities such as canned 
pineapples, canned mushrooms, and cer
tain vegetable oils have made significant 
gains in the U.S. market. In fact, the 
United States felt compelled to raise the 
import tariff on canned mushrooms from 
13 to 33 percent ad valorem in 1980, for a 
3-year period, to aid domestic processors,
primarily in Pennsylvania and Delaware.

1980 

$17.4billion 

Outlook 

Perspectives 

U.S. imports of food and fiber are ex
pected to show relatively slow growth 
over the next year or two, then pick up in 
the mid- l 980's in response to a brighter 
outlook for the economy. Import volume 
has remained relatively stable over the 
years. Changes in the value of U.S. agri
cultural imports have been largely depen
dent on price changes. 

Domestic consumption is declining for 
two of the major imports-coffee and 
sugar-while a third, rubber, is tied to an 
ailing automobile industry. Fresh and 
frozen beef and pork, second after coffee, 
are limited by quota levels, as are cheese 
and live animals. Frozen concentrated 
orange juice imports fluctuate widely 
depending in part on the Florida orange 
crop. It appears that the only genuine 
growth commodities of the top 15 im
ports are wine, beer, and bananas. 

Imports are currently projected to be 
about $19 billion to $20 billion in the 
mid- l 980's. Projections beyond that will 
hinge on such things as the rate of import 
substitution, protectionism, and the suc
cess (or failure) of various international 
commodity agreements.□ 
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