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MONITORING EU AGRI-FOOD TRADE:  

DEVELOPMENTS IN 2021 

 

 

EU AGRI-FOOD TRADE VALUE REACHED NEW RECORD LEVEL  

2021 has been characterized by the continuation of the COVID-19 pandemic and a 
significant rise in commodity prices following trade disruptions and increasing energy 
related costs. The rally in agricultural prices boosted trade.  

EU agri-food trade (exports + imports) reached a value of € 328.1 billion; i.e. +7.2% 
year-to-year. EU agri-food exports increased to € 198.0 billion (+7.3%) and EU imports 
attained € 130.1 billion (+7.0%). Looking at monthly developments, EU agri-food 
exports in December declined (still +6.7% compared to December 2020) and import 
values in December 2021 peaked (+27% year-to-year). 

In 2021, the EU agri-food trade surplus value stood at € 67.9 billion, a yearly increase 
by 8%. This net trade balance remains to be driven by exports of high-value products 
such as wine, spirits and liqueurs and chocolate and confectionery. However, products 
more directly related to farm income such as pigmeat, dairy products or wheat are 
affected by a reduction in export values in 2021.  
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INCREASING EU EXPORTS TO THE US, EXPORTS TO UK 

OVER 2020 LEVELS 

EU agri-food exports in 2021 were primarily sent to 
the United Kingdom, the U.S. and China. These three 
countries counted for 42% of total EU agri-food 
exports. While the export values to the United Kingdom 
remained relatively stable year-to-year, the value of 
exports to the US increased by 14% and export values 
to China decreased by 3%. 

On a year-to-year basis, exports to the U.S. increased 

mainly for wine (+29%) and spirits (+19%). These two 
categories represented 33% of EU agri-food exports to 
the U.S. in 2021. Overall, EU agri-food exports to the 
U.S. increased by € 3 048 m. Processed cereals-based 
products (pasta, pastry and bread) contributed to this 

increase (+6% year-to-year) and reached € 1 407 m. 

Related to EU-UK trade, 2021 has been marked by 

new trading conditions following the UK withdrawal 
and entering into force of the EU UK Trade and 
Cooperation Agreement. This has slowed down EU 
agri-food exports to UK in January and February, 
which returned to previous levels as from March. EU 
imports from UK remained at a lower level along the 
year (-24.5%). Overall, EU exports to UK reached 
€ 41 911 m while EU imports attained € 11 835 m. 

EU exports to China declined by € 550 m. Declines 

were strongest in pigmeat (↘€ 1 789 m, -31%) and 
infant food (↘€ 472, -18%). On the contrary, cereals 
performed well along the year (+30% compared to 
2020). Exports to South Korea have recorded the 

second highest increase after the U.S. (↗€ 910 m, 
+30%) while Switzerland and Norway followed with 

↗€815 m and ↗€562 m, respectively.  

STRONG PERFORMANCE OF EU AGRI-FOOD PRODUCTS 

ON THE GLOBAL MARKET 

EU top three agri-food export categories are wine, 

processed cereals-based products and chocolate 
and confectionery. They accounted for 18% of total 

EU agri-food exports. On top, wine exports increased in 

2021 by +23% to reach € 17 162 m (↗€ 3 233 m). 
Cereals-based products increased by 8% (↗€ 714 m) 
and chocolate and confectionery by 11% (↗€ 948 m). 

Pigmeat remains the fourth highest value of EU 

exports. In 2021, the value dropped by € 933 m (-9%). 
It is the biggest decline year-to-year. China is largely 
the biggest importer of EU pigmeat (43% of total EU 
exports). After a peak in export values in 2020, the 

values declined by 31% in 2021 (€ 3 929 m). Exports 
to the United Kingdom also declined (€ 814 m in 2021, 
-17% compared to 2020). Exports to Japan (the 2nd 
biggest export market for EU pigmeat) remained 
stable at € 1 170 m (+1% year-to-year) and exports to 
other partners increased but did not compensate the 
decline in the main export markets. Other main export 
destinations were South Korea, Philippines, the U.S. 
and Australia.  

In the contrary, EU exports of cereals and oilseeds 

and related products performed well. Vegetable oils 
(other than palm and olive oil) increased by +30% 
(↗945 m) and export values of other cereals increased 
as well by +34% (↗875 m). This is likely to be related 
to a strong increase in wheat prices, especially in the 
second half of 2021. The competitiveness of wheat 
compared to other cereals declined and negatively 
affected EU wheat exports (-5% in 2021 year-to-
year). EU exports of dairy products (cheese, milk 

powders and whey, fresh milk and cream and butter) 
also increased in 2021 (+4%) and reached €15 269 m.  
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BRAZIL TAKING OVER THE UK IN FIRST COUNTRY ORIGIN 

OF EU AGRI-FOOD IMPORTS  

In 2021, Brazil became the first source of EU imports. 

With a sharp decline in trade of agri-food products 
originating from the UK, still the second highest value, 
followed by the U.S., in third position. 

Import values from Brazil increased by +19% to reach 
€ 13 542 m in 2021, while EU agri-food exports 
reached € 1 838 m. This increase in import values has 
been driven by soya beans (↗€ 1 265 m, +50%), 
coffee (↗€ 471 m, +25%) and oilcakes (↗€ 323 m, 
+13%) (see following section on product categories). 

EU imports from the United Kingdom fell drastically 

in 2021 (↘€ 3 846 m, ↘25%). Following an increase 
in shipments at the end of the year 2020 and the 
introduction of sanitary controls in January 2021, 
imports dropped by 67% compared to January 2020. 
While EU imports picked up in February and March, 
they could not reach 2020 levels.  

While spirits imports slightly increased (+3% 
compared to 2020), significant drops are recorded in 
chocolate and confectionery (-16%), food preparations 
(-15%) and cereals-based products (-10%). Dairy 
products imports also declined (-25%) and some 
imports from UK almost stopped such as citrus fruit, 
cocoa beans and tobacco (raw and manufactured as 
cigars and cigarettes). These products are not 
necessarily products originating from the UK and 
therefore they cannot benefit from preferential 
treatment under the Trade and Cooperation 
Agreement between the EU and the UK. 

Imports from the U.S. also declined in 2021 (↘€ 336 

m, -4%). This was primarily driven by reduced imports 
of tropical fruit, nuts and spices (↘€ 352 m, -14%), 
wheat (↘€ 149 m, -59%), and raw tobacco (↘€ 114 
m, -41%). On the other hand, a notable increase in 
value of EU imports was reported for U.S. soya beans 
(+16%) and oil cakes (+33%) (see following section on 
product categories). 

Other destinations, for which the value of EU agri-food 
imports increased most in 2021 include Indonesia 
(↗€1 272 m, +29%) and Ukraine (↗€1 059 m, +18%). 

STRONG INCREASE IN VALUE OF EU IMPORTS OF 

OILCAKES AND SOYA BEANS 

EU soya beans import values increased by +30% in 

2021, reaching € 6 669 m (↗€ 1 534 m). The EU 
import bill for oilcakes increased by +24%, attaining 

€ 7 776 m (↗€ 1 484 m). These two categories 
represent 11% of the total EU agri-food import value. 

The increase in import values has been driven by a 
sharp increase in prices for these commodities 

following the global economic recovery and the rise of 
the energy costs along 2021. Moreover, imports of 
fatty acids, palm and vegetable oils also increased by 
47% and 26% respectively. 

The EU import quantities for soya beans and oilcakes 
slightly declined in 2021 (-3% and -1%, respectively), 
partially driven by an increase in oilseed production in 
the EU, showing a clear a price effect in the rise of the 
import value. Similarly, the imported quantity of palm 
oil as well as other vegetable oils also decreased 
compared to 2020 (-13%). 
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STRONGER INCLUSION OF EU IN GLOBAL VALUE CHAINS  

In 2021, both import and export values have been 
increasing. EU exports increased slightly more than 
imports with +7.3% whereas imports grew by +7% on 
an annual basis. This has mainly resulted from a 
strong increase in world prices in energy, transport 
costs, input costs for agriculture and agricultural 
commodities. For instance, in the EU, food prices have 
increased 5.6% from February 2021 to February 
2022. 

This shows the strong links between agricultural 
sectors (inputs-arable crops-livestock) as well as the 

intertwining with other sectors of the economy to 
ensure food security. 

The increase in global food prices has consequences 
on net food importing regions, at a time when 
countries’ debt increased and exchange rates are 
under stress. With the impact of extreme climatic 
events in winter 2021 (as the drought in the 
Mediterranean region) and the invasion of Russian 
forces in Ukraine in 2022, production and transport of 
staple food will be further compromised in certain 
parts of the world. 

FOCUS 

EU agri-food trade with Ukraine and Russia in 2021 

 

Given its geography, Ukraine (UKR) is a major agricultural 
producer, not only for its own population but also to export 
agri-food commodities globally. In total, UKR exported 
€ 23 634 m worth of agri-food products and imported 
€ 5 803 m, resulting in trade surplus of € 17 830 m. 

UKR is a major agri-food exporter to the EU, worth 
€ 6 896 m in 2021. This makes Ukraine the fourth most 
important trade partners for the EU in agri-food products. 
For UKR, the EU represents 29% of total UKR’s agri-food 
export values, which reached € 23 634 m in 2021. 

UKR’s arable crop sector (cereals and oilseeds) performs 
strongly in global markets and corresponds to 84% of UKR 
total agri-food exports. The EU is an important trade 
partner in this sector for UKR. EU cereal imports 
correspond to 7% of UKR’s total cereal exports and EU 
imports of oilseeds products (seeds, cakes and oils) are 
16% of UKR’s total oilseeds exports. From the EU side, UKR 
accounts for 16% of EU imports of oilseed products and 
for 36% of its imports of cereals. 

UKR agri-food imports from EU i are worth € 3 107 m in 
2021. UKR imported mainly dairy products (including in the 
order of importance cheese, butter, fresh milk and milk 
powders and whey), for € 285 m. UKR imports of chocolate 
and confectionery from EU reached € 216 m. 

 

 

The Russian Federation (RUS) is an important 
agricultural producer and agri-food trader. In 2021, 
RUS exported for € 22 651 m worth of agri-food 
products, and imported for € 26 894 m. 

RUS exported a value of € 2 173 m in agri-food 
products to the EU in 2021, and ranked the 18th most 
important country for EU imports. The main RUS export 
products in value terms to the EU are oilseeds, cereals 
and feed ingredients. Total RUS exports to the EU of 
oilseed products reached € 840 m in 2021, while 
cereals reached € 288 m and feed ingredients attained 
€ 190 m. 

The feed ingredients exported are composed by forage 
products as well as brans, beet pulp and other 
vegetable materials and by-products. Total EU imports 
of these products reached € 995  m and thus, 20% of 
it comes from RUS. For cereals and oilseed products, 
RUS represents 6% and 4% of EU imports of these 
products in values, respectively.   

Regarding the exports of EU to RUS, wine and spirits 
are the most exported products, in values. In 2021, a 
total of € 1 139 m of wine and spirits was exported, 
representing 15% of total EU exports to RUS. Cut 
flower and live plants (including bulbs) represented 8% 
of total EU exports to RUS in 2021, reaching € 582 m. 

Note: Data for total agri-food trade of Ukraine and Russia is coming from Global Trade Atlas/IHSMarkit (extracted 10 March 2022). Trade data 
with the European Union is coming from Eurostat/COMEXT (extracted 17 March 2022). 
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TABLE 1: EU AGRI-FOOD EXPORTS – MOST IMPORTANT CHANGES PER PARTNER COUNTRIES  

 

TABLE 2: EU AGRI-FOOD EXPORTS – TOP 20 DESTINATIONS 
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TABLE 3: EU AGRI-FOOD EXPORTS – MOST IMPORTANT CHANGES PER PRODUCT CATEGORIES 

 

TABLE 4: EU AGRI-FOOD EXPORTS – TOP 20 PRODUCT CATEGORIES 
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TABLE 5: EU AGRI-FOOD IMPORTS – MOST IMPORTANT CHANGES PER PARTNER COUNTRIES 

 

TABLE 6: EU AGRI-FOOD IMPORTS – TOP 20 ORIGINS 
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TABLE 7: EU AGRI-FOOD IMPORTS – MOST IMPORTANT CHANGES PER PRODUCT CATEGORIES 

 

TABLE 8: EU AGRI-FOOD IMPORTS – TOP 20 PRODUCT CATEGORIES 
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EU AGRI-FOOD TRADE BALANCE (EXPORTS – IMPORTS) BY PRODUCT CATEGORY 

 


