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Comparing 1980 And 2

009, World Corn

Production Roughly Doubled While Exports

Are Nearly The Same

s a part of our series
Aon agricultural ex-
ports, we want to re-
visit some  familiar
ground by taking a fresh
look at the data and clar-
ifying some of the issues.
When governmental of-
ficials or farm leaders get
excited about an increase
in exports, it is important
to look at the measure
they are using. In each
instance, are they refer-
ring to the value of ex-
ports or the volume of
exports? It makes a difference.
Let’s look at corn. Since 1980, world corn exports
have remained essen-
tially flat with 3.2 billion
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Over the past thirty years there has been little
recognition that the world market for corn exports
is relatively flat, with variations due to production
fluctuations in the countries of our importing cus-
tomers and export competitors.

Another important factor, though seldom dis-
cussed, is the increase in corn production over time
in the countries that consume it. While US farmers
have repeatedly been promised increases in corn
exports to be used to produce meat for a growing
middle class in other countries, many those coun-
tries have chosen to grow all or much of their own
grain, resulting in a flat export market.

Like in the US, other countries do not want to
become dependent upon imports to feed their
people. They would prefer to import only when
their production falls short of domestic needs.
That may not be what farmers want to hear but
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Turning to the US, corn

exports reached 2.39 bil-
lion bushels in 1980 (Fig.

Figure 1. World corn exports as a percent of world corn production, 1980-2009. Data source:
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have been in a flat pat-
tern for the last 29 years.
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Figure 2. US corn exports - volume and value, 1908-2009. The value of exports is based on

ceived by US farmers. Data source: USDA.
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export levels can stay the
same or increase and the
value of production can fall as
long as the price falls faster
than exports increase.

While the constant mantra since 1985 proclaims
that lowering price benefits farmers by increasing
the volume, corn farmers actually benefit not from
a drop in price to some “world level” but from an in-
crease in price during an era of relatively flat, but
variable, exports.
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Figure 3. US corn, price and value of exports. Price and the value of exports are based

price received by US farmers. Data source: USDA.

neither should they want to hear only the parts
of export stories that, in isolation, paint unreal-
istic pictures. A
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