PRICES

GETTING USED TO MORE CROWDED
PULSE MARKETS

By Chuck Penner, LeftField Commodity Research
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Canada is a major exporter of
several crops, with a large share

of global markets for canola and
durum and a few others. That’s
also the case for peas and lentils.
Over the last 10 years, Canada has
accounted for 53% of global pea
trade and 59% of lentil exports.
Those are dominant positions

and, as a result, what happens in
Canada has set the market’s tone
and direction. In the last year or
two though, Canada’s dominance in
pulse markets seems to be slipping
a bit.
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In the pea market, Canada

and China are the two central
players for exports and imports,
respectively, and are heavily reliant
on one another. Because of that
co-dependence, the Canadian
industry has been looking for ways
to diversify its demand base while
China has been trying to spread
out the risk of relying so heavily on
Canada.

Following the 2021 drought in
western Canada, China’s search
for other suppliers became more

urgent, but there weren’t many
options. China was able to find
about 165,000 tonnes of peas from
Australia, with a few more from
France and Argentina.

The only other source of peas that
could rival Canada was Russia, but
phytosanitary barriers kept those
peas out of China, until recently,
when an agreement was reached
between Russia and China. So far
volumes have been quite limited,
but the gates are now open. Russian
pea production has expanded in
recent years, but exports had been
mainly focused on the feed market
in western Europe. In 2022, Russia’s
pea crop was 3.7 mIn tonnes, larger
than Canada at 3.4 mIn tonnes. And
now, Russian exporters are shifting
their gaze to China. Canada may
not have a complete lock on the
Chinese market in the years ahead.

When it comes to lentils, Australia
has rapidly become a large
competitor, particularly in the

red lentil market. In the past, the
Australian red lentil crop was only
large enough to export for a few
months of the year, but more
acres and high yields the last three
years have changed that picture.
In 2022/23, Australian production
reached 1.4 min tonnes, only 20%
smaller than Canada’s red lentil crop.

Most of this added competition
for Canadian pulses is occurring in
specific market segments — yellow
peas and red lentils. So far, there
seems to be less of a shift in green
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pea and green lentil markets, where
Canada still is a very dominant
exporter.

As mentioned, the 2021 drought
that dropped Canadian production
was a key driver of these recent
shifts. Because Canada’s crops
weren’t large enough to keep up
with demand, importers started
looking elsewhere to find peas and
lentils. On top of that, the record
prices that resulted from the low
Canadian supplies encouraged
farmers in countries like Russia
and Australia to boost acreage
and production, adding to the
competition. While the 2021
drought was (hopefully) a one-off
event, these new trade relationships
have now become established

and won't just fade away when
Canadian production recovers.

Concern about pulses in western
Canadian crop rotations is another
longer-term factor that could

limit Canada’s ability to push back
against competitors. Farmers on
the prairies have become more

B Canada W Australia

cautious about boosting acreage
and increasing supplies of peas,
lentils and chickpeas that would be
needed to take back market share.
In fact, it appears that Canadian
pulse production has flattened out
or even slipped a bit, even aside
from the 2021 drought.

This new reality with larger
competitors means that to get a
good handle on the situation for
pulses, marketers can’t focus only
on the Canadian situation. The old-
school way of looking at the size

of the Canadian crop to figure out
market direction simply won’t work
the way it used to. And the days of
expecting overseas buyers to simply
line up to take whatever Canada has
to offer are past.

These market shifts won’t go away
on their own, so how can the
Canadian industry respond? It’s
not all doom and gloom but there
aren’t quick fixes either. Canada
will need to focus on strengthening
existing relationships, emphasizing
the reliability and quality of
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When it comes to
lentils, Australia
has rapidly become
a large competitor,
particularly in the
red lentil market.

Canadian exports and making
improvements where needed.

The increased competition also
reinforces the need for ongoing
market development that provides
knowledge and expertise as an
added value to commodity exports.
And finally, while diversifying
markets for Canadian pulses isn’t a
new strategy, these efforts need to
be continued or expanded.
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