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4.3. External trade of agro-food 
products

Athanasios Chymis

4.3.1. Greece’s overall external trade 

In 2019, total imports (including petroleum products) 
grew by 0.9%, reaching €55.68 billion (Table 4.3.1). 
Given that imports of petroleum products decreased 
by 6.1%, to €15.01 billion, imports of all other products 
(except petroleum products) grew by 3%, to 40.67 bil-
lion. Total exports increased by 1.2%, to € 33.85 bil-
lion. Excluding exports of petroleum products, which 
declined by 7.1% (to €10.68 billion), all other exports 
increased by 5.5%, to €23.17 billion.

Table 4.3.1 shows that during the last decade, exports 
of petroleum products have increased dramatically, 

thus contributing to the considerable growth of total 
exports to levels above €25 billion. This is good news 
for the petroleum refining industry, which has strongly 
developed. However, all other Greek industries should 
follow if the Greek economy is to increase its produc-
tion and its GDP which, in turn, is going to further in-
crease exports. It should be noted that other Europe-
an economies with a similar structure to Greece (i.e., 
Portugal) have significantly increased their exports to 
levels above 35% of their GDP. Greek exports do not 
exceed 20% of the Greek economy’s GDP.

Following the above developments, the external trade 
deficit increased by 0.5%, to €21.84 billion in 2019, 
while the deficit without oil products increased by 
1.6%, to €17.5 billion. The reasons oil products are 
commonly taken out of the total trade is that a) oil 
has significant price variations from year-to-year and 
b) oil trade counts for almost 30% of total Greek trade 
and can obscure the picture for the other sectors of 
trade.
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TABLE 4.3.1  Total goods exports and agro-food products exports (in billion €)

2008 2009 2012 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 % change 
2018-2019

Imports

Total imports 60.72 48.09 48.45 42.60 44.09 50.26 55.19 55.68  0.9

Petroleum products imports 12.12   7.19 18.24 11.36   9.74 12.21 15.99 15.01 -6.1

Total except petroleum products 48.60 40.90 30.21 31.24 34.34 38.05 39.20 40.67 3.0

Agro-food products 7.05 6.40 6.34 6.31 6.62 7.00 7.05 7.31 3.8

Agro-food % 14.5 15.6  21.0 20.2 19.3 18.3 18.0 18.0

Exports

Total exports 17.36 14.39 27.38 25.50 25.44 28.83 33.46 33.85  1.2

Petroleum products exports   1.90   1.36 10.65   7.60   6.91   8.97 11.48 10.68 -7.1

Total except petroleum products 15.46 13.03 16.73 17.90 18.53 19.86 21.97 23.17  5.5

Agro-food products 4.01 4.00 5.24 5.72 6.14 6.10 6.49 6.56  1.0

Agro-food % 25.9 30.7 31.3 31.9 33.1 30.7 29.6 28.3

Deficit

Total deficit 43.36 33.69 21.07 17.10 18.65 21.43 21.73 21.84 0.5

Excluding petroleum products 33.14 27.87 13.48 13.34 15.81 18.18 17.23 17.50 1.6

Agro-food 3.04 2.40 1.09   0.60 0.49 0.90 0.55 0.76 36.8

Source: Hellenic Statistical Authority (ELSTAT), own calculations.
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billion). The year 2019 was marked by an interesting 
change in the structure of agro-food imports. Fruits 
and vegetables are now in second place, behind meat 
products, regarding the value of imports. Since 2005, 
the year this column began collecting data on agro-
food trade, meat products were followed by dairy, 
fruits and vegetables have been in third place (Table 
4.3.2). 

Fruits and vegetables as well as beverages are the 
two product categories that had the biggest import 
growth. Most other categories increased slightly in 
2019, except tobacco, oils/fats and, hides/skins. It 
should be noted that, in many cases, the increase of 
the import value is a result of the increase of the per 
unit prices of the products of a category rather than 
an increase in the volume imported. Specifically, meat 
products, sugars, coffee, oil seeds and raw materials 
are product categories where, despite the decrease of 
the imported volume, the import value increased due 
to per unit price increases. A decrease in the per unit 
price was observed for fish, feeding stuff, beverages 
and oils/fats. 

Regarding exports (Table 4.3.3), fruits and vegetables 
continued to grow, reaching €2.18 billion, or 33.2% 
of total exports. Dairy (primarily feta cheese and, sec-
ondarily, yogurt) also keep growing and have reached 
a share of 10.8%. Dairy moved up to second place, 
leaving fish, which slightly decreased in export value, 
behind. Cotton had the largest increase (55%) in ex-
port value despite the decrease of the per unit price, 
and oils/fats (mainly olive oil) significantly decreased 
due to the decrease in production after two consec-
utive years of high production. This was expected for 
olive oil exports due to the considerable year-to-year 
variation in the production of olive trees.

Taking into consideration the per unit prices, it should 
be noted that fish, dairy, cotton, oils/fats, coffee, oil 
seeds, raw materials and hides/skins had a decrea-
se in the per unit prices whereas cereals, fruits and 
vegetables, feeding stuff, various foodstuff, tobac-
co, meat products and wood had an increase. The 
above changes in the per unit prices can partly or 
even wholly offset the change in export volumes 
when this change is in the opposite direction of the 
per unit price change.

4.3.4. Concluding remarks

This year 2019 was relatively good for Greek exter-
nal trade in general. However, it was not so good for 
agro-food trade. The reason is that imports run at a 

4.3.2. Agro-food products trade

Table 4.3.1 shows that agro-food imports grew by 3.8%, 
reaching €7.31 billion, a new historical record exceed-
ing for the first time the level of 2008 (€7.05 billion). 
Agro-food exports increased by 1.0%, to €6.56 billion, 
which is also a new record. Consequently, the agro-
food trade deficit increased by 36.8%, to €758 million. 
Despite this significant increase, the agro-food deficit 
remains far below the historical high of €3 billion in 
2008. Still, the Greek agro-food sector has significant 
potential for further development so that it could elim-
inate the deficit.

This column has repeatedly mentioned the special 
characteristic of agro-food products which makes them 
behave differently during a crisis. Specifically, agro-food 
products are ‘necessity goods’, contrary to all other in-
dustries’ products (i.e., vehicles, etc.), most of which 
could be categorized as ‘luxury goods.’ This means that 
while all other products’ imports decline significantly 
during an economic downturn, agro-food imports keep 
their level. During 2008-2012, the cumulative decrease 
of all other products’ imports reached 37.8% (from 
€48.60 to €30.21 billion) whereas agro-food imports 
declined by 10% (from €7.05 to €6.34 billion). 

The agro-food sector also proved to be resilient during 
the economic crisis by increasing its exports by more 
than 50% during 2009-2017, contributing significant-
ly to the dramatic decrease of its deficit. Table 4.3.1 
shows that between 2009-2015 agro-food exports grew 
by 43%. All other products’ exports (except oil prod-
ucts) grew by 37% during the same period. After 2015, 
all other products’ exports seem to grow faster than 
agro-food exports.

As Greece leaves the economic crisis behind and 
achieves positive GDP change, the trade deficit is ex-
pected to grow because imports of products that had 
a significant decline during the crisis will now pick up. 
This is a good reason for all Greek industries, includ-
ing the agro-food industry, to increase their production 
and export orientation in order to keep the trade deficit 
from growing too fast. Table 4.3.1 shows that the total 
deficit has been rising since 2015. It is important that it 
has not been rising fast.

4.3.3. Structure of agro-food products trade

As mentioned above, last year, agro-food imports in-
creased by 3.8%, hitting a new record for the first time 
since 2008. Meat and dairy products comprised al-
most 30% of imports (€2.18 billion out of a total €7.31 
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if the value chain of olive oil and, particularly, its pro-
cessing and marketing becomes better organized, 
the export in bulk could be substituted by the export 
of a more standardized and processed form of much 
higher value added. Consequently, this change could 
a) mitigate the large year-to-year variation of olive oil 
exports and b) significantly increase the current export 
value of olive oil through a much higher per unit export 
price.

Another pillar for the further decrease of the agro-food 
trade deficit has been recognized to be the livestock 
sector. Meat and dairy products account for almost 
30% of agro-food imports. While dairy exports are sig-
nificant and comparable to their imports level (€705 
and €857 million respectively), meat product exports 
(€145 million) are a tiny fraction of imports (€1,322 

rate of 3.8% whereas exports run at just 1.0%. The 
result is a 36.8% expansion of the agro-food trade 
deficit. When the deficit decreased to around half a 
billion euros a few years ago, this column noted that 
it would be interesting to see if the deficit could be-
come zero or even if it could switch to a surplus, as is 
the case in many developed countries with a strong 
agro-food sector.

For the moment, it seems that the threshold of a €0.5 
billion agro-food trade deficit has not been easy to 
cross below since 2016 when it reached this level. 
Specifically, it oscillates between €0.5 and €1 billion. 
To some degree this oscillation is due to the variable 
level of olive oil exports which, as mentioned earlier, 
depends on the highly variable production of olive 
trees. As it has been argued repeatedly in the past, 

TABLE 4.3.2  Imports of agro-food products categories in million € (M €)

2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2019

M € % M € % M € % M € % M € % M € % M € %

Meat productsa 1,211 17.2 1,160 18.4 1,199 18.9 1,162 17.9 1,150 17.4 1,242 17.6 1,322 18.1

Fruits-Vegetables 786 11.1 672 10.7 635 10.0 663 10.2 748 11.3 827 11.7 900 12.3

Dairy 808 11.5 770 12.2 772 12.2 842 13.0 749 11.3 829 11.8 857 11.7

Cereals 681 9.7 541 8.6 560 8.8 532 8.2 615 9.3 682 9.7 707 9.7

Fish 428 6.1 384 6.1 373 5.9 378 5.8 432 6.5 521 7.4 540 7.4

Feeding stuff 406 5.8 371 5.9 345 5.4 403 6.2 423 6.4 462 6.6 487 6.7

Coffee, tea, etc. 365 5.2 376 6.0 411 6.5 442 6.8 547 8.3 453 6.4 470 6.4

Various foodstuff 344 4.9 356 5.7 333 5.3 367 5.7 354 5.3 358 5.1 374 5.1

Beverages 436 6.2 370 5.9 267 4.2 248 3.8 281 4.2 309 4.4 328 4.5

Tobacco 335 4.7 310 4.9 234 3.7 236 3.6 323 4.9 347 4.9 327 4.5

Oils and fats 290 4.1 232 3.7 286 4.5 274 4.2 244 3.7 256 3.6 226 3.1

Oil seeds 224 3.2 173 2.7 219 3.5 220 3.4 193 2.9 202 2.9 204 2.8

Sugars 225 3.2 220 3.5 295 4.7 227 3.5 231 3.5 196 2.8 203 2.8

Wood 262 3.7 148 2.3 128 2.0 118 1.8 135 2.0 140 2.0 147 2.0

Raw materials 130 1.8 111 1.8 111 1.8 121 1.9 132 2.0 140 2.0 140 1.9

Hides-skins 93 1.3 76 1.2 146 2.3 116 1.8 46 0.7 62 0.9 56 0.8

Total 7,054b 6,299 6,335 6,488 6,621 7,047 7,313

Source: Hellenic Statistical Authority (ELSTAT), own calculations.

a. Includes live animals and meat products.
b. The sum of values for each product may not equal to ‘Total’ because some categories with insignificant values such as cotton, 
natural rubber, other natural textile fibers, wool and jute are not included. 
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domestic demand by substituting imports or increases 
exports, would be an important step towards the elim-
ination of the deficit within a few years.

million). Meat products trade contributes to the agro-
food trade deficit by almost €1.2 billion. An increase in 
the domestic production of meat, which either satisfies 

TABLE 4.3.3  Exports of agro-food products categories in million € (M €)

2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2019

M € % M € % M € % M € % M € % M € % M € %

Fruits-Vegetables 1,346 33.6 1,485 33.7 1,771 33.8 1,826 35.3 1,966 32.0 2,086 32.1 2,175 33.2

Dairy 275 6.9 301 6.8 372 7.1 483 9.3 593 9.7 672 10.3 705 10.8

Fish 449 11.2 541 12.3 613 11.7 556 10.7 661 10.8 689 10.6 684 10.4

Cotton 236 5.9 391 8.9 442 8.4 310 6.0 316 5.1 342 5.3 530 8.1

Tobacco 416 10.4 374 8.5 428 8.2 386 7.5 524 8.5 489 7.5 508 7.7

Cereals 315 7.9 292 6.6 330 6.3 338 6.5 421 6.9 402 6.2 422 6.4

Oils and fats 333 8.3 287 6.5 393 7.5 322 6.2 674 11.0 704 10.8 421 6.4

Various foodstuff 124 3.1 161 3.7 191 3.6 221 4.3 253 4.1 307 4.7 338 5.2

Beverages 163 4.1 166 3.8 202 3.9 198 3.8 205 3.3 223 3.4 229 3.5

Meat productsa 76 1.9 67 1.5 78 1.5 84 1.6 95 1.5 125 1.9 145 2.2

Feeding stuff 51 1.3 41 0.9 47 0.9 58 1.1 58 0.9 80 1.2 88 1.3

Coffee, tea, etc. 30 0.7 34 0.8 54 1.0 60 1.2 86 1.4 80 1.2 86 1.3

Oil seeds 76 1.9 64 1.5 78 1.5 86 1.7 81 1.3 76 1.2 76 1.2

Sugars 54 1.3 129 2.9 119 2.3 71 1.4 91 1.5 91 1.4 76 1.2

Hides-skins 38 0.9 40 0.9 80 1.5 64 1.2 69 1.1 63 1.0 56 0.9

Raw materials 18 0.4 20 0.5 30 0.6 34 0.7 35 0.6 51 0.8 54 0.8

Wood 9 0.2 7 0.2 8 0.2 10 0.2 6 0.1 11 0.2 13 0.2

Total 4,011β 4,406 5,415 5,176 6,136 6,493 6,555

Source: Hellenic Statistical Authority (ELSTAT), own calculations.

a. Includes live animals and meat products.
b. The sum of values for each product may not equal to ‘Total’ because some categories with insignificant values such as wool, 
natural rubber, other natural textile fibers and jute are not included.


