
PUBLICATIONS OF THE DEPARTMENT FOR STATISTICS AND STRATEGIC FORESIGHT - CENTRE FOR STUDIES AND STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Analysis
Globalization through trade in food products: structural trends 
and an explorative prospective analysis

The MOND’Alim 2030 exercise led by the Centre for Studies and Strategic Foresight is aimed at 
characterizing the current phase in globalization and documenting the main dynamics at work. One of 
its chapters is devoted to international trade, which plays a major role in supply system globalization. The 
present Analysis draws out the main characteristics and trends in agrifood trade: increasing numbers of 
flows, countries and products, an expanding role for private-sector actors, value chain segmentation and 
an important role for public policies, increasing interdependency, etc. Based on data from retrospective 
analysis, this paper also formulates hypotheses for the next fifteen years.

xports of food products are currently 
worth over USD1,200bn. At constant 

prices, this figure is seven times greater 
than 50 years ago, amounting to an average 
annual growth rate of around 3.8 %. Over the 
same period, the percentage of food goods in 
international trade fell from approximately 
20 % to under 8 %. The circulation of farm and 
food products is both a manifestation and a 
major vector of food system globalization. It 
intensifies the interdependence of importing 
and exporting countries and, in addition to 
the products involved, helps spread normative 
standards, values, innovations, risks, and 
so on. Although world trade in goods and 
services has levelled out in recent years 
(cf. Box 1), what is the future outlook for 
trade in agricultural and food products in 
particular? 

The present paper, which is based on 
the MOND’Alim 20301 strategic foresight 
exercise, describes the deep-seated and 
emerging trends in international trade in 
food products. We do not go over again here 
the geographical changes in that trade (rising 
importance of the emerging nations, relative 
decline of Europe and Japan, stagnation in the 

least-advanced countries), nor the changes in 
the “basket of traded goods” (major expansion 
of oilseed and protein crops and processed 
products, etc.). Readers with an interest in 
these aspects should refer to chapter 2 of the 
MOND’Alim 2030 report.

Conversely, we discuss here a number 
of changes relating to the very nature of 
this globalization of trade and the forms 
of interdependence it generates. In this 
connection, Jean-Marc Siroën2 calls 
for a distinction to be made between 
“internationalization” and “globalization”. 
The first of these terms refers to a progressive, 
reversible deepening of trade relations 
between nation states with geographical 
borders, and the second to a finalized 
process tending toward a situation in which 

1.Cent re d’études et de prospect ive, 2017, 
MOND’Alim 2030. Panorama prospect if de la 
mondialisation des systèmes alimentaires, Paris, La 
Documentation française, 230 pages : http://www. 
ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/catalogue/978211 103314/ 
index.shtml.
2. Siroën J.-M, 2004, “L’international n’est pas le global. 
Pour un usage raisonné du concept de globalisation”, 
Revue  d’économie politique, 114 (6), pp. 681-698.
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Box 1 – The end of an era for 
international trade

The intensity of international commerce, 
that is to say the ratio between world 
trade and world GDP, is a key indicator for 
globalization. It allows fairly easy long-term 
comparisons to be made between trading 
activity and economic activity in general. 
Over a period of almost 200 years, it shows 
a fairly clear upward trend, one that does 
however include downturns of variable 
duration, such as between the two world 
wars. The 1990s and the early 2000s were 
a period of sharp expansion in trade, which 
outstripped GDP by a factor of two or three. 
This came to a sudden halt in 2009. Since 
then, while international trade continues to 
grow on average faster than world GDP, the 
ratio between the two variables has fallen 
to less than 1.3 (i.e. 100 % growth in GDP 
relates to growth in trade of 130 %) and 
the results for more recent years (2014 
2016) show an even sharper slowdown. 
The experts are uncertain as to the precise 
structural or cyclical determinants of this 
slowing of growth but they do agree that, 
on balance, the exception is the period 
between 1990 and 2008.

E

http://www.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/catalogue/9782110103314/index.shtml
http://www.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/catalogue/9782110103314/index.shtml
http://www.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/catalogue/9782110103314/index.shtml
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national frontiers and, ultimately, national 
economies blend into one vast planetary 
market (a process described as “economic 
integration”). By virtue of their very design, 
international trade statistics are more 
informative on internationalization than 
globalization. Their existence testifies to the 
fact that the world continues to have tangible 
frontiers – especially so for agriculture and 
food. But what will tomorrow bring? Should 
we be expecting an intensification of trade 
in the coming years? Will this be one more 
stage in the internationalization process? Or 
is it possible in the medium term to imagine 
a sharp break with the past, with more 

radical integration of agricultural and food 
markets?

To answer these questions, we begin 
by showing that international trade is 
characterized by increasing numbers of 
flows, participating countries and products 
traded. We go on to make some observations 
on the development of global value chains, 
which increase the interdependence of 
national economies. Despite this, we see in a 
third development that complete integration 
of agricultural economies should not be 
expected by 2030. This is so because the 
agrifood sector is faced with high trading 
costs, most of which are attributable to 

differences in public policies that hold back 
the integration of agricultural and food 
economies. We conclude with some thoughts 
on possible scenarios for the future.

1 – Increasing numbers of flows, 
participating countries and products 
traded

The share of trade in farm and food products 
by the 5, 10 or 20 leading countries testifies to 
an erosion of concentration in this trade. This 
“fragmentation” of commerce is however more 
marked for imports than for exports. Within 
the food product category, some agricultural 

Figure 1 –The structure of international trade in agricultural and food products : 1995-1996 and 2012-2013

In 1995-1996
Although international trade involves a large number 
of countries in interactions, its core structure is 
relatively straightforward: the Triad (Japan, Europe, 
North America) accounts for the majority of trade 
flows. There are only a limited number of major actors 
and major flows.
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exports continue to be highly concentrated 
due to production-related constraints: maize, 
soya and sugar, for example. But all these 
types of production have seen a continuous 
decline in their concentration since the 
1970s3. The OECD, in its projections to 20254, 
forecasts a continuation of this trend towards 
fragmentation of imports, but a return to 
concentration in exports. A forecast that is not 
necessarily valid for processed products.

Another sign of the expansion of trade flows: 
in the mid-1990s, only one country in four was 
trading in agricultural and food products 
with half of the other countries in the world 
(for both imports and exports). Today, this 
proportion has risen to 43 % for exports and 
46 % for imports. In 2030, the proportion of 
countries trading food products with half 
of the other countries on the planet will 
undoubtedly be above 50 %. There are several 
possible explanations for this trend: most 
notably, more numerous national strategies 
for diversification of supplies, as in Japan, for 
example, which has been actively seeking 
to reduce its dependence on American 
imports.

Such flow diversification is also true of the 
types of products in circulation. In terms 
of tonnage, the ten leading types of traded 
production accounted for 67 % of total trade in 
1980, but for only 57 % in the early 2010s. In 
value terms, this proportion fell from 46 % to 
37 %. The development of urban populations 
with purchasing power everywhere in the 
world is likely to consolidate this trend and 
lead to a diversification in food, attracting 
imports of a rising number of products.

This tendency toward more numerous, 
dispersed flows is resulting in an increasingly 
complex, intertwined system in which 
countries’ imports also form part of their 
subsequent exports. This raises questions 
concerning the resilience or, alternatively, 
the vulnerability of this global networking 
process5 (cf. Figure 1).

2 – Global value chains make national 
economies more interdependent

The conventional approach to international 
trade focuses attention on the importer/
product/exporter complex. Given the ongoing 
changes described above, this way of looking 
at the situation has some limitations. It masks 
substantive changes that are in fact revealed 
by an analysis in terms of “global value chain” 
(GVC). A value chain can be defined as “the 
full range of activities that firms and workers 
perform to bring a product from its conception 
to end use and beyond”6. Seen from this angle, 
imports and exports cannot be isolated as 
distinct flows of products from one country to 
another, but rather as individual stages in a 
ramified process of creating consumer goods 
and value-added (cf. Box 2).

The literature on GVCs underscores the 
importance of private sector logics, first and 
foremost of which is that applied by “lead 
firms” in such chains, the firms organizing 
international production networks by 
exploiting the comparative advantages 
of different countries for supplies of raw 
materials, locations of processing and 
R&D facilities, development of marketing 
strategies, and so on. The authors point to 
a phenomenon of fragmentation of these 
different tasks at a level that is increasingly 
global. This new trading economy is reflected 
in a number of trends:

- for a single end product, there are a large 
number of production stages and contributing 
countries. Described simply, a frozen pizza 
may incorporate Chinese tomato sauce, 
French wheat and Dutch cheddar, along with 
American R&D, Swiss logistics, and more, 
before it is eventually sold in India. In 2011, 
22 % of the value of agrifood exports (14 % in 
the case of agriculture) had been previously 
imported in this way;

- an expanding share of international trade 
is carried out within the same company or 
between a parent company and a subsidiary. 
In the United States, 48 % of imports and 
30 % of exports fall into this category. The 
available literature7 does however indicate 
that this phenomenon is less marked for food 
products;

- there is a rising proportion of service 
activity (e.g. marketing, R&D, logistics, 
insurance) in exported value-added (24 % for 
agricultural products and 37 % for processed 
food products).

The available research and indicators 
show that while these trends are certainly 
operating in the agricultural and food sectors, 
those sectors are less impacted than some 
others (cf. Figure 2).

Many experts explain the current 
slowdown in international trade (across all 
sectors, cf. Box 1) by an “end of cycle” phase 
in this value chain fragmentation logic: the 
coordination costs may be too high and the 
comparative advantages may be tending 
to shrink (notably due to the phenomenon 
of wage catch-up). We even see a number 
of onshoring operations associated, in the 
case of food products, with consumers’ 
increasingly explicit expectations with 
regard to product provenance and sanitary 
quality, and countries seeking to reduce their 
dependence on trade. It is too soon to know 
whether these recent developments constitute 
a lasting break with the past trend, but it is 
likely that we have entered a period of several 
years in which this phenomenon will slow 
rather than accelerate.

3 – The integration of agricultural 
economies will not be complete by 
2030

Are the intensification of international 
trade and the growing complexity of value 
chains leading to deeper integration of the 
agricultural economies connected in this 
way? According to the so-called “the law 
of one price” paradigm, trade flows allow 
economic actors to choose between local and 
imported products, theoretically leading to 
an alignment of domestic and international 
prices, setting aside transport costs. This 
price synchronization is even considered to 
be the principal indicator for the shift from 
an economy that is simply internationalized 
to one that is genuinely global.

Box 2 – New trade value-added 
statistics: what is the difference?

The value-chain approach has shown that 
international trade statistics overestimate 
the value of trade (because a product 
imported from A to B, processed in B 
and then reexported to C will be counted 
more than once), while simultaneously 
underestimating the importance of the 
associated interdependence phenomena. 
In the previous example there are not two 
distinct, completely separate flows –  
“A → B” followed by “B→ C” – but rather 
a chain “A → B →C”. The data for trade 
in terms of value-added estimated by 
the WTO and OECD8, correct for these 
effects by isolating the “net” value-added 
generated at each stage.

3. Liapis P, 2015, “Strutural changes in commodity 
markets: have agricultural markets become thinner?”, 
OECD Food, Agriculture and Fisheries Papers.
4. OECD/FAO (2016), OECD-FAO Agricultural Outlook 
2016-2025, OECD Publishing, Paris. http://dx.doi. 
org/10.1787/agr_outlook-2016-en
5. Puma M. et al., 2015,“Assessing  the  evolving  fragility 
of the global food system”, Environ. Res. Lett., 10, n° 2.
6. Gereffi G., Fernandez-Stark K., 2011, Global value 
chain analysis: a primer, Center on Globalization, 
Governance and Competitiveness (CGGC), Duke 
University.
7. Lanz R., Miroudot S., 2011, “Intra-Firm Trade: Patterns, 
Determinants and Policy Implications”, OECD Trade 
Policy Papers, n° 114.
8. De Backer K., Miroudot S., 2013, “Mapping Global 
Value Chains”, OECD Trade Policy Papers, n° 159, 
October.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/agr_outlook-2016-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/agr_outlook-2016-en
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Successive agricultural crises since 
2007 have demonstrated that although 
interdependence has become more marked 
in recent years, national borders continue to 
exist and still to a large extent isolate domestic 
prices from global movements. In the view of 
the MOND’Alim group, one of the brakes on 
such integration relates to the heterogeneity 
of consumer expectations and habits. For 
example, maize is a product that is consumed 
in many countries in both North and South 
and a global market exists with a base price 
(Chicago) serving as a commercial reference. 
But despite this, the white maize consumed in 
East Africa and Mexico is not the yellow maize 
in Europe or the United States traded on the 
international market; price movements for the 
two products evidence little correlation.

Other factors contribute to the isolation 
of domestic prices: transaction costs and 
lead-times, currency exchange rates, 
concentration of actors in the value chain, 
among others. Mc Laren9 shows that for the 
supply of a given market actors in a situation 
of oligopsony will adjust their margins in 
accordance with price fluctuations, passing 

on price reductions more readily than price 
rises. But the main factor contributing to 
the desynchronization of international and 
domestic prices continues to be the policies 
applied at national borders (cf. infra). Not only 
do these tend to increase transaction costs on 
average, but they are frequently adjusted to 
reflect a prevailing situation with the aim of 
isolating domestic markets from international 
crises (e.g. revision of customs duty, export 
taxes).

The degree to which movements in 
international prices are passed on to domestic 
markets varies by product and country. Such 
transmission is often delayed and incomplete. 
Although the literature in this area is patchy 
and inconclusive, a number of points can 
nevertheless be extracted from it. Firstly, 
internal markets in developed countries are 
usually more integrated into international 
markets than the internal markets of 
developing countries. Secondly, in the case of 
developing countries, rice markets are more 
integrated than wheat markets and even 
more than those for maize. Soya prices tend 
to be fairly closely correlated, unlike pork 

prices. Thirdly, for the main commodities, a 
substantial delay is observed in developing 
countries in the transmission of international 
prices: three to six months, and in some cases 
up nine to twelve months, may elapse before 
movements in international prices make 
themselves felt locally. Lastly, even in the 
case of “connected” countries, movements 
in international prices are cushioned: a 
10 % fluctuation in international prices will 
often be reflected in an internal fluctuation 
of between 2 % and 7 %, and sometimes less 
(cf. Figure 3).

While the available literature makes any 
trend analysis problematic, the present 
situation and the foreseeable evolution of 
the various factors indicate that it would be 
illusory to expect complete integration of 
agricultural markets by 2030.

Figure 2 – Evolution of foreign value-added content of exports for different countries
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9. Mc Laren A., 2013,“Asymmetry in price transmission 
in agricultural markets”, University of Geneva Economics 
Department Working Paper Series, 13-12-2.
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4 – High trading costs hold back the 
integration of agricultural and food 
economies

International trade and the degree to which 
it is economically integrated are particularly 
sensitive to a series of parameters forming 
what is known as “trade cost”10, i.e. the 
difference between the price paid on leaving 
country A and the price for the product paid 
by the importer in country B. Inferred from 
analysis of international trade flows (using 
so-called “gravity” models), these costs are 
specific to each country pairing (i.e. A, B). 
They are dependent on their geographical 
and historical proximity: distance, existence 
of a common border, shared colonial past, 
common language, attachment to the same 
cultural context, existence of direct sea or 
air routes, and so on. Some cost headings 
have seen sharp falls in recent decades 
(freight, communications). Where freight is 
concerned, its high price volatility is worth 
noting. 

A specific feature of trade in food products 
is also to be found in the high “costs” due to 
political and administrative factors. Trade 
policies, and more generally measures 
applied at national borders, play a crucial role 
in movements in these costs. Agricultural 
products are subject to customs duties that are 
high on average and have declined less than 

for other products. Despite eight successive 
rounds of GATT and WTO negotiations, 
which have helped reduce customs duty on 
industrial products, only the Uruguay Round 
has contributed to a reduction in barriers to 
agricultural trade. Bureau and Jean11 point 
out that in actual fact the Uruguay Round 
agreement “has not led to any significant 
liberalization of market access”. Unilateral, 
bilateral and regional reductions, like 
reductions under preferential agreements, 
do nevertheless help lower the duty actually 
applied to food products, halving it over a 
period of twenty years.

Food products are also more affected than 
others by the rise in non-tariff measures 
such as “technical barriers to trade” 
(TBT), especially in the area of sanitary 
and phytosanitary safety. The lowering of 
explicit barriers to trade (quotas, customs 
duty, etc.) has thus gone hand in hand with 
increasing numbers of rules, standards, 
controls, requirements, etc. Such technical, 
procedural and regulatory provisions 
controlling commercial flows are the new 
front line in future negotiations. However, 
Beghin, Disdier and Marette12 demonstrate 
that such non-tariff measures are not simply 
a new manifestation of protectionism (and 
they are often justified in fact by legitimate 
risk prevention concerns). They also have, 
in certain cases, a positive impact insofar 

as they encourage flows. They recall that 
some of these measures enable information 
asymmetry to be reduced (e.g. rules for the 
certification of organic products, presence 
of GMOs, etc.). By enhancing the value of 
information on imported products, such 
measures also contribute in some cases to 
restoring trust in commerce.

All in all, trade costs are generally higher 
for farm and food products than for other 
categories (cf. Figure 4). Estimates by the 
World Bank show that such costs have 
declined less over the last fifteen years. They 
are also lower for developed countries than 
for low-income countries, a gap that has 
even widened in the last fifteen years. Some 
emerging countries have on the other hand 
seen very substantial reductions in costs: 
“trade costs” between China and Brazil and 
between Russia and South Africa have halved 
over the same period, for example.

10. Arvis J. F. et al., 2013,“Trade Costs in the Developing 
World: 1995-2010”, Policy Research Working Paper 
n° 6309, World Bank.
11. Bureau J.-C., Jean S., 2013,“ Les transformations des 
échanges agricoles bousculent l’agenda multilatéral ”, 
La lettre du CEPII, n° 336. 
12. Beghin J., Disdier A. C., Marette S. et al., 2014, “Trade 
Restrictiveness Indices in Presence of Externalities: An 
Application to Non-Tariff Measures”, CESifo Working 
Paper Series n° 4968.

Figure 3 – Degree of transmission of international prices for wheat (a) and rice (b) for range of countries
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5 – What is the outlook for the period 
to 2030?

Successive phases of openness and 
isolation

International trade has alternated between 
phases of openness and rapid expansion and 
phases typified by a slowdown and a desire 
for independence13. In a context dominated 
and structured by and for the EU countries, 
the “first globalization” (1870-1914) as 
defined by S. Berger14 was characterized by 
the emergence of global markets for certain 
commodities and a deliberate division of 
labour between exporting and importing 
countries. The United Kingdom provides a 
perfect example of this in that in 1913 it was 
importing up to 80 % of its wheat and 40 % of 
its meat.

Conversely, in many countries the First 
World War, followed by the 1929 crisis, led 
to the deployment of measures directed at 

ensuring self-sufficiency and isolation from 
the world market. This trend persisted after 
the Second World War. During that period, 
trade slowly expanded, based on a “lock gate” 
approach: each country sought to stabilize 
its domestic prices by making appropriate 
adjustments to its imports and exports. 
Initially (until 1972), international markets 
remained relatively stable due to cooperation 
that was despite everything extensive 
between countries on markets subject to the 
domination, the hegemony in some cases, of a 
single leader (the United States for cereals and 
oilseed crops) that had taken on a stabilizing 
role, using its levels of stock or exports to 
regulate the global price.

This part icular configuration was 
gradually undermined, following rocketing 
international prices in 1973, by the emergence 
of new exporters, initially in Europe but later 
in Brazil, Argentina and elsewhere. The 
increase in numbers of trade conflicts in the 
1980s was resolved partially and temporarily 
by the Marrakesh Agreement in 1994. This 
moved international trade in food products 
on to a new phase, the one in which we are 
still living twenty years on: multilateral 
discipline (WTO), rising multipolarity and 
the end of hegemony, the increasing power of 
the private sector and “global value chains”, 

the slow, partial liberalization of international 
trade and sustained growth.

What can we expect over the period to 
2030?

The succession of crises over the last ten 
years, the institution of a lasting regime 
of price volatility, a degree of return to 
protectionist policies and state intervention 
in the food domain, are all factors that might 
indicate a new change of phase. The future 
of international agricultural and food trade 
is uncertain and a number of scenarios are 
possible to 2030. A study of the dynamics at 
work leads us to set aside the most extreme 
options, options frequently the subject of vivid 
imaginings, such as a general return to self-
sufficiency, an outcome that is illusory given 
the structural imbalances between supply 
and demand (cf. infra), or the emergence of 
a vast, globalized single market. In fact, two 
scenarios, possibly combinable for certain 
products, appear more likely.

Scenario A is one in which there is a partial, 
controlled and gradual opening up of a global 
space. The trends operating between1995 
and 2007 continue, assuming that the 
upsets we have seen since that time do not 
last. Its establishment will be facilitated by 

Figure 4 –Trading costs for industrial and agricultural products according to country income level 
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5 - Quelles perspectives à l’horizon 
2030? 

Desphasessuccessivesd’ouvertureet 
de repli 

Le commerce international a alterné des 
phases d’ouverture et d’expansion rapide et 
des phases de ralentissement et de recherche 
d’indépendance13. Dans un contexte dominé 
etstructuréparetpourles  Étatseuropéens, la 
« première mondialisation » (1870-1914) telle 
que définie par S. Berger14 s’est caractérisée 
par l’émergence de marchés globaux pour 
un certain nombre de commodités et par 
une division du travail assumée entre 
pays exportateurs et importateurs. Le 
Royaume-Uni en est un bel exemple, qui 
importait en 1913 jusqu’à 80 % de son blé et 
40 % de sa viande. 

La Première Guerre mondiale puis la crise 
de 1929 conduisirent à l’inverse, dans de 
nombreux pays, au déploiement de mesures 
visant l’autosuffisance et l’isolement du 
marché mondial. Cette tendance perdurera 
aprèsla Seconde Guerre. Durantcettepériode, 
les échanges progressent lentement, selon 
unelogique« d’écluse »: chaque payscherche 
à stabiliser son prix domestique en ajustant 
à cette fin ses importations et exportations. 

parunleader(les États-Unispourlescéréales 
et les oléagineux), qui assumait un rôle 
stabilisateur enrégulant, parleniveaude ses 
stocks ou exportations, le prix mondial. 

Cette configuration particulière fut 
progressivement mise à mal, après la 
flambée des prix internationaux de 1973, 
par l’émergence de nouveaux exportateurs, 
européens d’abord puis brésiliens, 
argentins, etc. La multiplication des conflits 
commerciaux, dans les années 1980, trouva 
sa solution, partielle et temporaire, dans la 
signature de l’accord de Marrakech en 1994. 
Il faisait entrer le commerce international 
de produits alimentaires dans une nouvelle 
phase, que nous connaissons toujours 
vingt ans plus tard: discipline multilatérale 
(OMC), essor de la multipolarité et fin des 
hégémonies, montéeenpuissancedu secteur 
privé et des « chaînes globales de valeur », 
libéralisation lente et partielle du commerce 
international,  croissance  soutenue. 

Quelles suites envisager d’ici 2030? 

La succession de crises depuis dix 
ans, l’instauration d’un régime durable 
de volatilité des prix, un certain retour 
des politiques protectionnistes et de 
l’intervention étatique en matière 

d’ici 2030. L’étude des dynamiques à 
l’œuvre permet d’écarter les options les plus 
contrastées et souvent les plus fantasmées, 
telle l’hypothèse d’un retour généralisé 
à l’autosuffisance, que les déséquilibres 
structurels offre-demande rendent illusoire 
(cf. infra), ou encore l’émergence d’un vaste 
marché unique globalisé. Deux scénarios, 
partiellementcombinables selon les produits, 
semblent plus vraisemblables. 

Le scénario A est celui d’un espace 
planétaire d’ouverture progressive, 
partielle et contrôlée. Les tendances à 
l’œuvre entre 1995 et 2007 se prolongent, 
en considérant que les soubresauts connus 
depuis ne durent pas. Son affirmation est 
facilitée par des taux de croissance élevés, 
un prix du pétrole bas, un relatif apaisement 
sur le plan géopolitique et le maintien 
d’une discipline collective qui n’empêche 
pas quelques conflits circonscrits. Un 
tel contexte serait favorable à une forte 
progression des échanges internationaux, 
plus encore pour les produits à haute 
valeur ajoutée. Dans un monde caractérisé 
par l’absence d’hégémonie, les États 
concentreraient leurs actions sur quelques 

Dans un premier temps (jusqu’en 1972), les alimentaire, sont autant d’éléments  qui 
marchés internationaux restent relativement 
stables, du fait d’une coopération malgré 
tout importante entre pays sur des marchés 
dominés, parfois de manière hégémonique, 

pourraient marquer unnouveauchangement 
dephase. L’avenir ducommerceinternational 
agricole et alimentaire est incertain et 
plusieurs  scénarios  sont envisageables 

13. Daviron B., Douillet M., 2013, «Major players
of the international food trade and food security»,
FOODSECURE Workingpaper n° 13. 
14. Berger S., 2003, Notre première mondialisation :
leçons d’un échec oublié, Paris, Seuil. 

Figure 4 – Trading costs for industrial and agricultural products according to country income 
level  
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13. Daviron B., Douillet M., 2013, “Major players 
of the international food trade and food security”, 
FOODSECURE  Working  paper  n° 13.
14. Berger S., 2003, Notre première mondialisation : 
leçons d’un échec oublié, Paris, Seuil.
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high rates of growth, low oil prices, relative 
geopolitical calm and maintenance of 
collective discipline, which will not however 
prevent a few circumscribed conflicts. This 
context would favour strong expansion of 
international trade, and especially so in the 
case of high value-added products. In a world 
typified by an absence of hegemony, national 
governments would focus their action on 
a small number of products for which they 
would adopt strategies based on prudence 
and control with regard to dependency 
(sanitary safety and food) while at the same 
time gradually liberalizing the other sectors. 
Private companies would become even more 
important, shaping international trade 
according to their own logic: optimization of 
geographical task allocation, standardization 
or differentiation, etc.

Scenario B is one in which there is a world 
fragmented into a multiplicity of zones of 
influence with limited interactions. This 
conjecture extrapolates recent trends 
operating since 2007, assuming that they 
constitute a new and lasting regime. Its 
realization would be facilitated by weak 
economic growth plus rather high and volatile 
prices for energy and agricultural products. It 
would also be favoured by tensions in a geo-
economic context in which the major global 
and regional powers are at odds in numerous 
domains. In this scenario, expansion in 
farm and food trade would be slow. National 
governments would step up their food 
security strategies, develop self-sufficiency 
and control dependence effects, notably by 
deepening regional trade or consolidating 
zones of influence around the major 
powers (United States, China, Russia, etc.). 
Confirming the decline of multilateralism, 
international trade would segment into 
broad regional complexes without however 
preventing structural imbalances between 
supply and demand and therefore interactions 
between these major blocs. The influence of 

Figure 5 –  Growth in international trade in food products: past movements and 
CEPII projections 
Changes in volume of trade in food products (base 100 in 2010)
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15. Fontagne L., Fouré J., 2013, “Opening a Pandora’s Box: 
Modelling World Trade Patterns at the 2035 Horizon”, 
Document de Travail du CEPII, n° 2013-22. 
16. Fader M. et al., 2013, “Spatial decoupling of 
agricultural production and consumption: quantifying 
dependances of countries on food imports due to 
domestic land and water constraints”, Environnemental 
Research Letters.
17. Porkka M. et al., 2013, “From Food Insufficiency 
towards Trade Dependency: A Historical Analysis of 
Global Food Availability”, PLoS ONE, 8 (12).
18. Approximately 20% of recommended daily intake on 
average.
19. At the time of writing this note.

private-sector actors would be much reduced 
compared with the first scenario.

The above considerations relate more to 
the nature of the world market than to the 
volumes traded. In both these cases trade in 
food products is likely to continue to develop in 
the future. In connection with its prospective 
studies of international trade, CEPII defined 
its own scenarios in 201315. The two most 
extreme, a “low” scenario for slow growth plus 
“trade war”, and a “high” scenario for high 
growth plus accelerated liberalization, appear 
to define credible boundaries for possible 
changes in trade flows over the next fifteen 
years (at constant prices). Nevertheless, 
even in the most pessimistic case (i.e. the 
“low” scenario), trade continues to expand 
(cf. Figure 5).

**
*

Despite the major differences in their 
underlying assumptions, objectives and 
methods, most foresight studies and 
modelling exercises on food security agree 
on the fact that in the future trade will play 
a major role in compensating for imbalances 
in supply and demand in many countries and 
regions.

The growing importance of imports in 
feeding the population does not arise simply 
from unavoidable imbalances but also 
from imbalances that are accepted or even 
deliberate: for many national governments, 
international trade represents an opportunity 

(e.g. for the acquisition of commodities at less 
cost, specialization in other sectors, etc.) 
more than a necessity. Fader16 considers 
for example that only half of net importing 
countries currently have insufficient water 
and land resources to feed their populations. 
Tomorrow, we will therefore see the world’s 
producers and consumers depending 
increasingly on international trade.

Such dependence does not involve importing 
countries alone. It is also apparent in 
increased dependence on exports in a number 
of countries. In any case, various authors 
emphasize that this dependence on trade 
has contributed to an overall improvement in 
food security for the populations concerned. 
Porkka17 sums up this past process of change 
as follows: “In the space of 50 years, the 
world has moved from food insufficiency to 
increasing dependency on trade in food”. This 
brings with it a degree of security but it also 
presents risks. The degree of such dependence 
must however been put into perspective: the 
proportion of the world’s population for which 
imports represent over 500 kcal per head per 
day18 rose from 13 % in 1965 to just 19 % in 
2005.

Pierre Claquin
Centre for Studies and Strategic Foresight19

Source: the authors, after FAOSTAT and CEPII data



8 ■ CENTRE FOR STUDIES AND STRATEGIC FORESIGHT Analysis No. 102 - english July 2019

Ministry of Agriculture and Food Director of publication: Béatrice Sédillot
General Secretariat 
Department for statistics and strategic foresight Editor: Bruno Hérault
Centre for Studies and Strategic Foresight Email: bruno.herault@agriculture.gouv.fr
3 rue Barbet de Jouy Tel.: +33 1 49 55 85 75
75349 PARIS 07 SP
Websites: www.agreste.agriculture.gouv.fr Composition : SSP

www.agriculture.gouv.fr Statutory deposit: On publication © 2019

Recent Analyses published by the Centre for Studies and Strategic Foresight 
of the Ministry of Agriculture and Food

Analyse n° 99, mars 2017, Évaluation de l’efficacité de la protection des troupeaux contre le loup (2009-2014)
Analyse n° 100, mars 2017, MOND’Alim 2030 : un regard prospectif sur la mondialisation des systèmes alimentaires
Analyse n° 101, mars 2017, La démarche évaluative de la politique agro-écologique : premiers outils et perspectives
Analyse n° 102, juin 2017, La mondialisation par le commerce des produits alimentaires : tendances structurelles et exploration prospective
Analyse n° 103, juillet 2017, Les conduites alimentaires comme reflets de la mondialisation : tendances d’ici 2030
Analyse n° 104, septembre 2017, Mesures agro-environnementales et paiements pour services environnementaux : regards croisés sur deux 
instruments
Analyse n° 105, octobre 2017, Les formations par alternance sous statut scolaire dans l’enseignement agricole : enjeux et perspectives
Analyse n° 106, novembre 2017, Évaluation des paramètres de l’indemnité compensatoire de handicaps naturels (ICHN) : principaux résultats
Analyse n° 107, novembre 2017, Les chocs de prix des matières premières agricoles : déterminants et anticipations
Analyse n° 108, décembre 2017, Les transformations du paysage laitier français avant la sortie des quotas
Analyse n° 109, décembre 2017, L’enseignement technique agricole : diplômes, insertions et perspectives d’emploi
Analyse n° 110, décembre 2017, Métiers, qualifications et emplois liés à l’enseignement agricole : quatre scénarios d’ici 2030
Analyse n° 111, janvier 2018, MOND’Alim 2030 : les acteurs de la mondialisation des systèmes alimentaires
Analyse n° 112, février 2018, MOND’Alim 2030 : transformation des risques et des problèmes publics
Analyse n° 113, février 2018, Informations, connaissances, innovations : l’autre mondialisation des systèmes alimentaires
Analyse n° 114, mars 2018, L’agriculture ukrainienne : évolutions et principaux enjeux 
Analyse n° 115, avril 2018, MOND’Alim 2030 : gouvernance et régulation de la mondialisation des systèmes alimentaires
Analyse n° 116, mai 2018, Méthodologie de l’évaluation ex post du programme de développement rural hexagonal 2007-2013
Analyse n° 117, mai 2018, Le programme de développement rural hexagonal (PDRH) entre 2007 et 2013 : mise en œuvre et réalisations
Analyse n° 118, mai 2018, Évaluation ex post du programme de développement rural hexagonal (PDRH) 2007-2013 : principaux résultats et 
impacts
Analyse n° 119, mai 2018, Programmes de développement rural régionaux (PDRR) et agro-écologie
Analyse n° 120, mai 2018, Nanotechnologies et nanomatériaux en alimentation : atouts, risques, perspectives
Analyse n° 121, juin 2018, Mobilisation des filières agricoles en faveur de la transition agro-écologique : état des lieux et perspectives
Analyse n° 122, juin 2018, La production de lait AOP franc-comtoise : potentialités et dynamiques à l’horizon 2030
Analyse n° 123, juin 2018, Le Fonds européen d’aide aux plus démunis : système français de choix des denrées et comparaison internationale
Analyse n° 124, juin 2018, Économiser l’eau en changeant les pratiques agricoles : retours d’expériences en Europe
Analyse n° 125, juillet 2018, L’agriculture dans les aires urbaines moyennes d’Occitanie à l’horizon 2035 : une réflexion prospective
Analyse n° 126, août 2018, Les exploitations d’élevage économes et autonomes en intrants, créatrices de valeur ajoutée
Analyse n° 127, août 2018, Évaluation ex ante de la mesure agro-environnementale « systèmes herbagers et pastoraux » dans les zones de 
montagne de Rhône-Alpes
Analyse n° 128, septembre 2018, Le modèle agro-industriel argentin dans la mondialisation
Analyse n° 129, octobre 2018, Cohérence des politiques commerciales avec le développement : le cas de l’accord de partenariat entre l’Union 
européenne et l’Afrique de l’Ouest
Analyse n° 130, novembre 2018, Allergies et intolérances alimentaires : tendances et enjeux pour l’action publique
Analyse n° 131, novembre 2018, Contribution du programme de développement rural hexagonal (PDRH) à la compétitivité du secteur laitier
Analyse n° 132, décembre 2018, Plaisir sensoriel et marketing des portions alimentaires : quelles stratégies gagnant-gagnant pour le plaisir et 
la santé ? 
Analyse n° 133, janvier 2019,  La santé au travail des agents de l’État en abattoir : une approche sociologique 
Analyse n° 134 , février 2019, Le commerce par Internet de denrées alimentaires animales ou d’origine animale
Analyse n° 135 , mai 2019, La compétitivité hors coût des exploitations agricoles françaises : une analyse des effets des signes de qualité et d’origine
Analyse n° 136 , mai 2019, Bilan et déterminants de la compétitivité des filières françaises de produits animaux
Analyse n° 137 , mai 2019, La compétitivité de la filière bois construction en France : une analyse par les trajectoires industrielles
Analyse n° 138 , mai 2019, Construction de la compétitivité des exploitations laitières : les enseignements d’une comparaison entre la France 
et l’Allemagne

These publications can be consulted online:  
http://agriculture.gouv.fr/les-publications-du-cep  
http://agreste.agriculture.gouv.fr/publications/analyse/


