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Key messages

e Heterogeneity and inequality: Latin America and the Caribbean’s ¢ Role of policies: Closing the gap between the rich and poor,
(LAC) agrifood systems are marked by significant disparities across between large and small producers, and between urban and rural
the region and within countries in production, trade, and access populations requires targeted action, including investing in rural
to food, with inequality a central challenge. These disparities not infrastructure, facilitating access to appropriate technologies, and
only undermine food security but also hinder the region's ability to encouraging regional cooperation.

develop sustainable and resilient food systems.
e Specialization and governance: The region’s continued special-

 Sustainability and climate resilience: The future of LAC's agrifood ization in agricultural exports presents both opportunities and chal-
systems will be shaped by the region'’s ability to balance agricultural lenges. Strengthening food security governance frameworks and
growth with environmental sustainability and the conservation of the promoting inclusive policies will be essential to ensure that the ben-
stock of natural resources in the long run. efits of agricultural growth are shared more equitably and that agri-

food systems are resilient in the face of climate change and other
global challenges.

125


https://hdl.handle.net/10568/175019
https://hdl.handle.net/10568/175019

* Foresight research can help address these challenges, focusing
on the consequences of structural transformation, the trade-offs
between agricultural productivity and sustainable management of

RECENT TRENDS AND
CHALLENGES

The Latin America and the Caribbean region (LAC) is
highly heterogeneous, marked by stark contrasts in
agricultural production, food security, trade, and nat-
ural resource distribution. This diversity, both in terms
of geography and socioeconomic contexts, presents a
range of challenges and opportunities for the region’s
agrifood systems. To effectively address these, it is cru-
cial to understand the regional trends shaping agriculture
and food security and consider the ways in which they
affect efforts to promote equitable and sustainable agri-
food systems transformation.

The LAC region is a major global player in agricultural
production and trade. Several countries, including Brazil
and Argentina, are among the world'’s largest produc-
ers and exporters of commodities such as soybeans, cof-
fee, sugar, and beef (Figure 1) (see also Chapter 23). LAC
accounts for a larger share of global agricultural pro-
duction than the European Union or the United States
plus Canada. Large amounts of cropland, relatively low
domestic consumption, and favorable policies have made
LAC the world’s largest net food exporter, so the region
plays a critical role during global food crises.

The region boasts a wealth of natural resources, includ-
ing vast arable lands, forests, and savannahs; freshwater
reserves; and biodiversity hotspots, which collectively
position it as a key contributor to shaping global weather
patterns, mitigating climate change, and improving
global food security.

However, this apparent abundance coexists with signifi-
cant food insecurity, particularly in poorer and more vul-
nerable populations. For instance, countries such as Haiti
and Venezuela experience some of the highest levels of
food insecurity in the region, with widespread malnutri-
tion and limited access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious
food. In the Andean highlands, highly productive valleys

LAC natural resources, the long-term effects of climate change, and
how disruptors and drivers of agrifood systems transformation can
affect the different LAC regions and countries.

coexist with poverty pockets where people barely meet
their daily needs. At the same time, LAC countries face
rising rates of obesity and diet-related noncommunica-
ble diseases, particularly in urban populations, creat-
ing a paradox of undernutrition and overnutrition within
the same populations. This dual burden reflects the
deep-rooted inequalities that characterize the region,
where access to resources, technology, and markets is
unevenly distributed.

Trade is another critical factor shaping LAC's food sys-
tems. The region is highly integrated into global markets,
with significant portions of its agricultural output des-
tined for export. To enhance resilience, it is essential for
LAC to diversify both its sources of production and the
destinations for its products. Relying too heavily on a few
key markets or commodities leaves the region vulnera-
ble to external shocks, such as fluctuating global com-
modity prices, trade policy shifts, and global disruptions
including political instability, conflicts, and the COVID-19
pandemic. The pandemic, in particular, exposed ineffi-
ciencies in food supply chains and underscored the need
for diversified, resilient, and equitable agrifood systems
capable of weathering future disruptions. By broaden-
ing its trade relationships and promoting regional mar-
kets, LAC can reduce risks and foster more sustainable
food systems.

LAC's rich biodiversity, ecological diversity, and water
reserves are vital to its agricultural systems. The Amazon
rainforest, for example, is not only a crucial carbon sink
but also supports a wide variety of ecosystem services
that are essential for sustainable agriculture. Yet envi-
ronmental degradation, deforestation, and unsustain-
able farming practices are increasingly threatening
these natural resources, leading to concerns about the
long-term sustainability of the region’s food produc-
tion systems.



FIGURE 1 LAC's share of global production, selected commodities, 2012 and 2022
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LATEST FORESIGHT
RESEARCH

One of the most recent comprehensive studies on the
future of food systems in LAC (Morris et al. 2020) exam-
ines the complex trade-offs between growing the econ-
omy, reducing poverty, feeding the population, and
preserving vital ecosystems. Managing these trade-offs
will be essential to avoid extremely high costs to the
region and the world. While LAC's population is projected
to grow modestly — from around 660 million in 2024 to
around 730 million by 2050 — demand for food, particu-
larly animal-source food, is expected to rise significantly
due to changing diet patterns and demand from inter-
national markets. The authors recognize four distinct
groups of countries based on size, location, ecological
and climatic characteristics, and agricultural economies:
(1) Mexico and Central America, (2) the Caribbean States,
(3) the Andean Zone, and (4) the Southern Cone (includ-
ing Brazil). This heterogeneity is also evident in the dif-
ferent types of food systems (traditional, transitional, and
integrated) that are present in all countries with varying
relative importance. They identify nine drivers of agricul-
ture and food systems transformation (population growth,
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urbanization, migration, income growth, changing tastes
and dietary preferences, productivity growth, emerging
technologies, climate change, and policies) and create
five scenarios, with different drivers influencing each of
them: The Age of Exodus; Healthy Diets Rule; Fragmented
World; LAC Agro-Export Powerhouse; and Agri-food 4.0.
In light of recent developments, one of the drivers missing
from this report is the political instability in several LAC
countries, which indirectly influences agricultural policies
(Figure 2).

Four insights are drawn from these scenarios: (1) the
importance of both supply and demand-side factors; (2)
the degree of openness of the global trading system; (3)
technology as a double-edged sword that could leave mil-
lions behind if some population groups are unable to gain
access to it; and (4) the unpredictable effects of climate
change. The study proposed a set of 20 actions, some
imperative and others more strategic, to address the chal-
lenges posed by these scenarios.

Modeling projections from Rosegrant et al. (2024) show that
by 2050 total production of selected groups of commodi-
ties are expected to grow in LAC between 40 percent (roots
and tubers, animal products, and fruits and vegetables)
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FIGURE 2 Changes in exports under three trade war scenarios, LAC countries
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Source: Morris et al. (2020), based on IFPRI MIRAGRODEP CGE simulations (for background information, see Pifieiro et al. 2020).

and 83 percent (cereals), the world's highest increase.
Yields grow between 19.9 percent (fruits and vegeta-

bles) and 39.7 percent (pulses), while area grows between
14.4 percent (roots and tubers) and 38.3 percent (cereals).
The combination of area and yield growth increases LAC's
share in global cereal production by 2050, although this
includes production of maize as animal feed and for indus-
trial purposes (Kruseman et al. 2020). A major outcome pro-
jected by this modeling scenario is that LAC also reduces
the number of hungry people by 2050, although it does

not reach the 5 percent target of Sustainable Development
Goal (SDG) 2.1 until 2040. Challenges to achieving SDG
goals in LAC relate to food affordability rather than avail-
ability, reflecting a combination of issues such as income
distribution, inflation, widespread rural poverty, and macro-
economic instability in many countries (OECD 2024).

Patrouilleau, Taraborrelli, and Alonso (2022) focus on pol-
icies governing future food systems for different LAC
countries, highlighting that different models of agricul-
tural development and inequality in natural resources
distribution have led to the deterioration of the food
security situation for some rural groups, and note that the
future of trade agreements in the region is diverse and
uncertain. To provide a more adequate analytic frame-
work given the region’s heterogeneity, the authors pro-
pose that future food systems studies move from the
regional to a subregional or country scale. Similar con-
clusions are drawn by Schneider et al. (2025), who pro-
pose a system to track governance of food systems at
aregional or subregional scale. Rivera (2023), analyz-

ing policies that affect the transformation of food sys-
tems in LAC, proposes that country studies integrate



joint analysis with other policies such as social protection.
The Inter-American Development Bank also found diver-
gence between LAC countries in terms of trends in agri-
cultural policies such as producer and consumer price
support and carbon-neutral emissions, although it does
not provide foresight analysis for these policies (Conroy
etal. 2023).

While domestic policies to increase export-oriented food
production continue in the short and even medium term,
helping governments address for example, food security
and poverty, trade-offs between food production and the
environment (including keeping the biodiversity stock) are
among the most pressing challenges the region faces to
realize its comparative advantage in world food markets
and to sustain its dominant position in global food mar-
kets in the long term.

One of the most pressing challenges facing LAC's agri-
food systems is the persistent inequality that defines

the region. Inequality in access to resources, opportuni-
ties, and outcomes continues to widen the gap between
the rich and the poor, between smallholder farmers and
large-scale agribusinesses, and between rural and urban
populations. This inequality is mirrored in the region’s
agrifood systems, where the benefits of agricultural
growth are not evenly distributed, leaving many vulnera-
ble populations behind.

Closing this gap will require targeted and comprehensive
action on multiple fronts. First, there is a need to address
structural inequalities that limit access to land, credit,
technology, and markets for smallholder farmers and mar-
ginalized communities. These groups are often excluded
from the benefits of modern agricultural advancements
and remain trapped in low-productivity, subsistence farm-
ing. Empowering these farmers through inclusive policies,
investments in rural infrastructure, and access to financial
services can help unlock their potential and drive more
equitable growth.

Second, enhancing regional integration and coopera-
tion is critical to overcoming the fragmentation that char-
acterizes LAC's food systems. Although countries in the
region share similar challenges — such as climate change,
market volatility, and social inequality — their responses
to these issues are often disconnected. Greater coor-
dination among governments, regional organizations,
and international partners is needed to harmonize pol-
icies, share best practices, and foster collaboration on
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shared priorities, such as climate resilience and sustain-
able development.

Third, innovation and technological advancement

hold the key to transforming the region’s agrifood sys-
tems. Precision agriculture, digital platforms, and cli-
mate-smart technologies have the potential to boost
productivity, reduce environmental footprints, and
improve farmers’ livelihoods. However, these innova-
tions must be accessible to all, not just to the wealthiest
and most technologically advanced players. Public and
private sector investments in R&D, along with capaci-
ty-building programs for smallholder farmers, are essen-
tial to ensuring that these technologies benefit the
entire region.

KEY GAPS AND
OPPORTUNITIES FOR
FORESIGHT RESEARCH

Looking ahead, the future of agriculture and food sys-
tems in LAC is shaped by several key trends, including the
increasing specialization of agricultural production, evolv-
ing governance structures, structural transformation due
to domestic migration, and the growing importance of
sustainability in food systems.

While specialization, driven by comparative advantage
and global market demands, will continue to dominate
the region’s agricultural landscape, there is growing need
for diversification. Countries such as Argentina, Brazil, and
Mexico will likely continue to be major exporters of food
commodities, while smaller countries may develop niche
markets for high-value crops (such as Peru for fruits and
vegetables). However, all countries may seek to broaden
their production base to enhance resilience, reduce
dependency on specific markets, and create more inclu-
sive opportunities for smallholder farmers within global
value chains.

Governance will play a critical role in shaping the future
of LAC's agrifood systems. As the region faces grow-
ing pressures from climate change, population growth,
and environmental degradation, governments will need
to strengthen their regulatory frameworks and policies
to promote sustainable agriculture and food security.
This will require a shift from short-term, market-driven



solutions to long-term, inclusive strategies that priori-
tize social equity, environmental protection, and eco-

nomic resilience.

Structural transformation is rapidly reshaping the rural
landscapes in LAC. Rural-urban migration and the reduc-
tion in the average size of rural families are leaving com-
munities in certain areas as ghost towns, where farmers
only show up to help with their crops during the peak
demand for labor. At the same time, this demographic
change drives technological change that is not yet

fully understood.

Four relevant research questions are proposed for future
foresight research in LAC food systems transformation:

1. What consequences will the ongoing structural trans-
formation in LAC (including rural-urban migration)
have for food systems (both export and domestic mar-
ket-oriented)? And how do other policies, such as
social protection and agricultural programs, influence
these trajectories?

What strategies can be implemented to enhance agri-
cultural productivity in LAC while ensuring the sus-
tainable management of natural resources such as
land, water, biodiversity, and carbon stocks? And what
are the potential benefits to other regions of the rich
genetic diversity in the LAC region?

How will climate change affect long-term agricultural
production in LAC?

How will current and future trends and disruptors of
major drivers of the agrifood system affect the dif-
ferent LAC regions (Mexico and Central America,
the Caribbean States, the Andean Region, and the
Southern Cone)?

The future of LAC's food systems hinges on the region’s
capacity to address its deep-seated inequalities and nav-
igate the growing challenges of climate change and the
vulnerability of the region to shocks. Without targeted
interventions, persistent disparities in access to resources,
technology, and markets will continue to fuel cycles of
poverty, food insecurity, and environmental degradation.
However, with coordinated efforts from governments,
the private sector, and civil society, LAC can transform its
agrifood systems into more inclusive, resilient, and sus-
tainable models. By embracing innovation, climate-smart
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agriculture, and sustainable resource management, the
region can both enhance its contribution to global food
security and also position itself as a leader in building cli-
mate-resilient food systems capable of thriving in the face
of future challenges.

This chapter was supported by the CGIAR Research Initiative on Foresight and the
CGIAR Science Program on Policy Innovations. We would like to thank all funders who

supported this research through their contributions to the CGIAR Trust Fund.

The authors of this chapter are Valeria Pifieiro, Regional Representative for Latin
America and the Caribbean and Senior Research Coordinator in the Markets,
Trade and Institutions Unit at the International Food Policy Research Institute
(IFPRI); Guy Hareau, a Principal Scientist in Social and Nutritional Sciences

at the International Potato Center (CIP); and Robert Andrade, a Scientist in

the Performance, Innovation and Strategic Analysis for Impact Program at the

International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT).

Related chapters on the future of food system drivers and impacts, regional and
national perspectives, food commodities, and foresight tools are available in our

Table of Contents.

Citation: Pifeiro, V., G. Hareau, and R. Andrade. "What Do We Know About the
Future of Agrifood Systems in Latin America and the Caribbean?” In What Do
We Know About the Future of Food Systems?, edited by K. Wiebe and E. Gotor,
Chapter 22. Washington, DC: IFPRI. https://hdl.handle.net/10568/175019

Photo credit: Curioso.Photography/Shutterstock


http://www.cgiar.org/funders
https://hdl.handle.net/10568/175019
https://hdl.handle.net/10568/175019

131

References

Conroy, H.V., G. Rondinone, C.P. De Salvo, and G.
Mufioz. 2023. Agricultural Policies in Latin America
and the Caribbean. IDB Monograph No. 1226.
Washington, DC: Inter-American Development Bank.
http://dx.doi.org/10.18235/0013100

Kruseman, G., K.A. Mottaleb, K. Tesfaye, et al. 2020.
“Rural Transformation and the Future of Cereal-Based

Agri-Food Systems.” Global Food Security 26: 100441.

https://doi.org/10.1016/}.gfs.2020.100441

Morris, M., A.R. Sebastian, V.M.E. Perego, et al. 2020.
Future Foodscapes: Re-imagining Agriculture in Latin
America and the Caribbean. Washington, DC: World
Bank Group. https://hdl.handle.net/10986/34812

OECD and FAO (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development and Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations). 2024.
OECD-FAO Agricultural Outlook 2024-2033. Paris:
OECD. https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/agriculture-
and-food/oecd-fao-agricultural-outlook-2024-
2033_4c5d2cfb-en

Patrouilleau, M.M., D.S. Taraborrelli, and I. Alonso. 2022.

“Futures Studies and the Food Question in Latin America:

A Literature Review.” In Public Policies and Food Systems
in Latin America, eds. J.-F. Le Coq, C. Grisa, S. Guéneau,
and P. Niederle, Chapter 2. Versailles: éditions Quae
https://library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/57572

Pifieiro, V., T.S. Thomas, D. Laborde, and E. Diaz-Bonilla.
2020. "Drivers and Disruptors Shaping the Future

of Agriculture and the Food System in LAC: Climate
Change and Trade Tensions.” IFPRI Discussion Paper
1967. IFPRI, Washington, DC. https://doi.org/10.2499/
p15738coll2.134084

Rivera, R. 2023. Leveraging Social Protection and
Economic Inclusion Interventions for Agrifood System
Transformation: A Case Study of Peru. Rome: Food and
Agriculture Organization. https://doi.org/10.4060/
cc5740en

Rosegrant, MW., T.B. Sulser, S. Dunston, et al. 2024. “Food
and Nutrition Security Under Changing Climate and
Socioeconomic Conditions.” Global Food Security 41:
100755. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2024.100755

Schneider, K.R., R. Remans, T.H. Bekele, et al. 2025.
“Governance and Resilience as Entry Points for
Transforming Food Systems in the Countdown to 2030."
Nature Food 6: 105-116. https://doi.org/10.1038/
s43016-024-01109-4

INTERNATIONAL FOOD POLICY RESEARCH INSTITUTE

A world free of hunger and malnutrition

IFPRI is a CGIAR Research Center

1201 Eye St, NW, Washington, DC 20005 USA | T. +1-202-862-5600 | F. +1-202-862-5606 | Email: ifpri@cgiar.org | www.ifpri.org | www.ifpri.info

Handle: https://hdl.handle.net/10568/175019

© 2025 International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI). This publication is licensed for use under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0).



mailto:ifpri%40cgiar.org?subject=
http://www.ifpri.org
http://www.ifpri.info
https://hdl.handle.net/10568/175019
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://dx.doi.org/10.18235/0013100
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2020.100441
https://hdl.handle.net/10986/34812
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/agriculture-and-food/oecd-fao-agricultural-outlook-2024-2033_4c5d2cfb-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/agriculture-and-food/oecd-fao-agricultural-outlook-2024-2033_4c5d2cfb-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/agriculture-and-food/oecd-fao-agricultural-outlook-2024-2033_4c5d2cfb-en
https://library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/57572
https://doi.org/10.2499/p15738coll2.134084
https://doi.org/10.2499/p15738coll2.134084
https://doi.org/10.4060/cc5740en
https://doi.org/10.4060/cc5740en
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2024.100755
https://doi.org/10.1038/s43016-024-01109-4
https://doi.org/10.1038/s43016-024-01109-4

