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Brazilian Agriculture as a Global Player

L’agriculture brésilienne au plan mondial

Brasilianische Landwirtschaft als ‘Global Player’

Carmen Hubbard, Augusto Mussi Alvim and Guy Garrod

Brazil is one of the ten largest 
economies in the world having 
made rapid economic development 
in the new millennium. Its Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) accounted 
for almost US$ 2 trillion in 2015. 
With the world’s fifth largest 
population (206 million) and land 
area (852 million hectares), Brazil 
has a favourable climate which 
allows it to be one of the major 
global agricultural producers, 
supplying food for the domestic 
and international market. Over the 
last two decades the country has 
experienced substantial economic 
growth in both agriculture and food 
processing and managed to secure 
a leading position in international 
trade. Indeed, Brazil is the world’s 
second largest agricultural exporter 
and the largest of all exporters of 
agri-food products to the European 
Union (EU), with a share of around 
12 per cent in 2015 (European 
Commission, 2016). The contribu-
tion of the agricultural sector to the 
national energy supply via bio-fuels 
is also notable. This impressive 
performance can be attributed to a 
combination of factors, e.g. 
improvements in productivity, the 
adoption of new technologies and 
the structural adjustments following 
major economic reforms in the 
1980s and 1990s. Long-term 
investment in research and devel-
opment, human capital, agricultural 
extension services and infrastruc-
ture were also crucial. The 
improved performance, however, 

would have not been possible 
without the political will of the 
Brazilian government which 
worked together with the private 
sector to formulate sound economic 
and social policy measures. Despite 
this success, the sector still faces a 
series of challenges around com-
petitiveness, structural deficiencies, 
restrictive regulations, access to 
finance and further human capital 
development (OECD, 2015). 
Overall, there are large disparities 
in farming systems and incomes, 
and rural poverty remains an 
important issue. These are com-
pounded by the recent political 
crisis and the economic recession, 
which led to a declining domestic 
market, a reduction in GDP and 
public spending.

This Special Issue aims to provide a 
comprehensive outline of Brazilian 
agriculture and its major 
achievements over the last 20 
years, and identify challenges that 
the sector currently faces. It draws 
on research provided by academics 
and specialists from Brazil, US, UK, 
FAO and OECD. In his Guest 
Editorial, Alan Bojanic provides an 
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overview of the rapid development 
of agriculture and the 
improvements in social conditions 
in the rural areas of Brazil, with a 
focus on the major policies that 
have driven these processes. He 
argues that amongst the factors that 
contributed to the positive 
performance of the Brazilian 
agricultural sector one stands out, 
the investment in human resources. 
In a Point du Vue, Jonathan Brooks 
argues that there are some key 
challenges to be met over the next 
decade if Brazil aspires to sustain 
its agricultural growth, while 
addressing other major issues such 

as poverty reduction and 
environmental sustainability. Five 
main articles focus on specific 
topics. Steven Helfand, Nicholas 
Rada and Marcelo Magalhães 
examine the role of large farms 
(over 500 hectares) in comparison 
with other farm sizes in Brazil’s 
agricultural performance, 

highlighting that small and 
medium-size farms cannot be 
simply ignored. Catherine 
Moreddu, Elisio Contini and Flávio 
Ávila describe the Brazilian 
agricultural innovation system, 
outlining strengths and 
weaknesses, and proposing ways 
to improve its functioning. Ely José 
de Mattos and Izete Pengo Bagolin 
provide an overview of the scope 
of public policies designed to 
improve food security and support 
poverty reduction in rural areas, 
with a focus on the Zero Hunger 
Program. Carmen Hubbard, 

Augusto Mussi Alvim, Ely Jose de 
Mattos and Lionel Hubbard 
investigate the nature and pattern 
of agri-food trade between Brazil 
and the EU since 2000. Otavio 
Mielnik, Felippe Serigati and Céline 
Giner look at the effect of energy 
and biofuel policies on domestic 
ethanol supply and demand, and 
consider the impacts of the 
economic and political crisis on the 
sector. The Parlons Graphiques by 
José Garcia Gasques outlines the 
role of improvements in total factor 
productivity as a major source of 
growth in Brazilian agriculture.

Carmen Hubbard, Augusto Mussi 
Alvim and Guy Garrod are Guest 
Editors of this Special Issue on 
Brazilian agriculture. I would like to 
thank them for all their work alongside 
the editorial team in bringing the issue 
together.
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Over the last two decades Brazil has experienced substantial economic growth in both 
agriculture and food processing.
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