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��� � XECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

EVALUATION OF THE MARKET FOR SWEET POTATO  
 

 
 
1.  BACKGROUND: The CARICOM Regional Transformation Studies on 
Competitiveness  
 

This Report constitutes the results of a review of the Markets for Sweet Potato from the 

perspective of the CARICOM industry. It is part of a larger study commissioned by the 

CARICOM Regional Transformation Programme for Agriculture. The study evaluates the 

international competitiveness of five commodities: sweet potato, hot pepper, papaya, coconuts 

and small ruminants.  

 

The market evaluation focuses on those global markets of interest to CARICOM producers with 

respect to competition, opportunities and challenges. This market intelligence report is followed 

by the final component of the overall study which evaluates the competitiveness of the Industry in 

each of the country studied as well as identifying strategies for development. 

 

Development of the Sweet Potato industry may require exploiting all available market 

opportunities. In this regard, we are of the view that the markets of potential interest to 

CARICOM include both the domestic and the extra-regional markets. Given transportation 

logistics and shipping costs, extra-regional markets are restricted to Eastern USA, the Eastern 

Provinces of Canada and Western Europe, mainly the UK and The Netherlands. Additionally, 

both the market for the primary commodity as well as value added are of interest.  

 

 

1.2 Market Features 

 

Domestic consumption of Sweet Potato is widespread among countries with per capita 

consumption being higher in the major producing countries. As a result, the volume of exports as 

a percent of total production is generally small; a feature that is common for many commonly 

produced commodities.  
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With respect to the CARICOM market, only a limited volume of sweet potato is currently traded 

regionally. We are of the view that this market is grossly underexploited since per capita 

consumption of the fresh tuber in a number of countries is low to very low and also the 

production of value-added is almost non-existent.  

 

For each of the markets of interest, it is important to fully understand the structure and 

functioning as well as to identify the key drivers of competition including consumer preference 

patterns, trends in consumer demand, who (which countries/suppliers) are the main participants in 

these markets, what are the sources of competition for the main players in the market, the roles of 

produce quality and price, and finally, the regulatory requirements for market entry. Such an 

analysis assists in developing market entry strategies.  

 

1.3 Varieties 

 

Generally, there are two basic types of sweet potato on the market: firstly, the ‘moist-flesh’ type 

which is sweet, orange, soft with a moist flesh when cooked; and secondly, the ‘dry-flesh’ type 

which is dry and starchy with a firm flesh when cooked. The moist-flesh types are also known as 

dessert-types and account for most of the output in the USA. Varieties produced in the Caribbean 

are the ‘dry-flesh’ types which may be yellow or white in flesh colour and are most often used as 

a source of carbohydrate. The commodity in the retail market includes USA Sweet Yam (red 

flesh colour), Red China Yam (white flesh colour) and the Caribbean Sweet Potato (yellow flesh 

colour). These are illustrated in Pictures 1 and 2. 

 
 

 

 

Picture 1 Picture 2 
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2. THE GLOBAL SITUATION 

 

Sweet potato as a commodity is widely grown throughout the world. However, only about one 

percent of production enters world trade with Canada, the United Kingdom, France and the 

Netherlands being the major importing countries. The USA is the largest exporter of Sweet Potato 

accounting for 35 % of world trade. Other exporters are China (12%), Israel (9%), France (7%), 

Indonesia (6%) and Netherlands France (5%). The latter two are also involved in re-exporting. 

Most of the product is used for table consumption with a small percentage going into industry 

uses and animal feed.  

 

 

3. THE CARIBBEAN - REGIONAL SITUATION 

 

3.1 Industry Profile  

Key features of the Caribbean Sweet Potato industry are as follows:  

�  The largest Caribbean producers of Sweet Potato (Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic) 

together account for 93 % of total production in 2004 (Figure 6.1 and Table 6.1). 

�  Amongst CARICOM countries, Jamaica is the largest producer accounting for 68% of the 

Region’s production.  

�  Other significant CARICOM producers are Guyana, Barbados, St Vincent and the 

Grenadines and St Lucia, together accounting for 27% of CARICOM’s production. 

�  The remaining CARICOM countries produce only negligible quantities of Sweet Potato, 

together accounting for 5 % of the Region’s output.  

�  Only 6.7 % of CARICOM’s production are exported – Jamaica and St Vincent and the 

Grenadines being the major exporters. 

�  Jamaica exported 1,442 tonnes or 6.3 % of production (2000–‘03): 55 % to the UK - 

accounting for 8 % of that country’s imports; and 45 % to Canada. 

�  St Vincent & the Grenadines exports 734 tonnes (2000-‘03): intra-Caribbean destinations 

with Trinidad and Tobago being the major market.  

�  Only small quantities of Sweet Potato are imported – Trinidad and Tobago and The Bahamas 

being the major importers with the former importing 477 tonnes from St Vincent & the 

Grenadines and the latter 252 tonnes from the USA (2000-03). 

�  There is no evidence of significant commercial value added production of food or non food 

products. 
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Figure 6.1: Major Sweet Potato Producers in the Caribbean Region - 
000 Tonnes (2000/03 av)

 (Data Source: FAOStat Database)

 
 

Table 6.1: Sweet Potato Production and Trade for CARICOM Countries 
(2000-2003 Average) Tonnes 

 
Countries Production Imports Exports 

  Antigua 156 37  - 
  Bahamas 762 252  - 
  Barbados 2,345 27 1.7 
  Belize 223  - -  
  Dominica 1,850  - 60 
  Grenada 284 16 -  
  Guyana 2,265  - - 
  Jamaica 22,727 -  1442 
  Montserrat 20  - -  
  St Kitts Nevis 150 9 - 
  St Lucia 804 - - 
  St Vincent 1,525 -  734 
  Trinidad & Tobago 220 477 - 

 Total 33,331 818 2237.7 
Data Source: FAOStat Database 

 
 
3.2 Consumption 
 

Based on the FAO Statistics, the total consumption of sweet potato in CARICOM was estimated 

at about 31,000 tonnes, estimated from production values less extra-regional exports  The major 

consuming countries were Jamaica (20,379 tonnes) and Barbados (2,369 tonnes).  

 

In the non-CARICOM countries, an estimated 599,379 tonnes were consumed annually. Cuba 

and Haiti represented the largest market in the Caribbean at a consumption of 389,613 tonnes and 

176,000 tonnes respectively.   
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The per capita consumption estimates suggest five levels of consumption for the Caribbean as 

indicated in Figure 6.2 below:  

�  Level I - Very High Consumption (greater than 20 kg per capita):  Includes Cuba, Haiti 

and Dominica. This group also comprises countries with relatively low per capita income. 

�  Level II: High Consumption (10 – 20 kg per capita): There were no countries falling in 

this consumption range.  

�  Level III – Medium Consumption (5-10 kg./capita): Consumption in this group of 

countries was significantly lower than the first and included Guadeloupe, Barbados, 

Jamaica, St Vincent and the Grenadines, St Lucia and Montserrat.  

�  Level IV – Low Consumption  (2-5 kg /capita): There were seven countries in this group 

which included St Kitts, Grenada, Bahamas, Guyana, Martinique, the Dominican 

Republic and Antigua 

�  Level V – Very Low Consumption level (less than 2 kg./capita):   Trinidad and Tobago, 

Puerto Rico and Belize.   
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4. OVERVIEW OF EXTRA-REGIONAL MARKETS 
 

4.1 The USA Market 

 

We note that the USA has an embargo against all imports of Sweet Potato to the mainland from 

CARICOM countries on account of SPS concerns. Nonetheless we review the USA situation to 

get an insight into that market given that it is an exporter of Sweet Potato and therefore could 

potentially enter the CARICOM market as a competitor. 

 

Sweet potato is commonly referred to as yams in the USA1. The USA produces an estimated 

687,273 tonnes of Sweet Potato annually (1999/2001) of which about 97% are utilized within the 

country. Export in 2002 was USD 15.0 million whereas imports were negligible and primarily 

restricted to Puerto Rico and the US Virgin Islands. Canada remains the major export market for 

U.S. sweet potatoes, but substantial inroads have been made in the United Kingdom.  

 

Consumption Patterns & Preferences: Sweet potato consumption in the USA appears to be 

concentrated during the fall months (October – December) where about 39% of production in 

consumed. Holiday occasions are also noted for increased demand. However, sweet potatoes have 

had limited success in the food-service industry.  

 

Market research on Sweet Potato consumption patterns in the USA indicates as follows: 

�  Per capita consumption is highest among many ethnic groups, particularly those with a 

Caribbean or Latin American background.  

�  Within the above market segments, the “dry-flesh” varieties of sweet potato from the 

Caribbean are strongly preferred over the moist/sweet variety.  

�  A trend of increasing consumption.  

 

4.2 The Canadian Market 

 

Canada’s production of sweet potato is relatively insignificant. Consumption level in 2001 was 

entirely from imports, valued at USD 11.6 mn. The major suppliers to the Canadian market are 

the USA, supplying 85% of total imports and Jamaica, supplying 7% (2001).  

 

                                                 
1 .. 
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4.3 The EU Market 

 

 The EU imports of sweet potato average about USD 20 mn annually over the period 2002-2004 

(Eurostat Comext). The major sources of imports are the USA (36%), Israel (32%), South Africa 

(12%), Egypt (8%) and Jamaica (5%). The largest importers were the UK (39%), France (20%), 

Italy (16%), Netherlands (13%) and Portugal (4%). 

 
 

5. MARKET OPPORTUNITIES  

5.1 Extra-regional Markets: The above reviews suggest a niche for Caribbean exports of quality 

sweet potato to both the Canadian and the UK markets. We have added The Netherlands as a 

market to be investigated and exploited given its location (close to the UK) and the fact that it is 

not only a major importer, but also an important re-exporter within the EU. However, we are of 

the view that the absorptive capacity of the extra-regional markets is likely to remain 

relatively small for some time.   

 

We now provide further elucidation to the above. Firstly, with respect to the Canadian market, 

although the USA currently supplies over 90% of the requirements for this market, the current 

presence of Jamaican sweet potato in this market and the strong preference and growth in 

consumption among the ethnic West Indian population suggest an edge for Caribbean exporters. 

With respect to the UK market, Jamaica currently supplies 8% of this market, and Barbados a 

relatively small amount. Again, the USA is dominant in this market with a market- share of 52%. 

However, given an annual growth in consumption of about 22%, the opportunity exists for 

Caribbean exporters to capture a significant share of this by exploiting the segments of the market 

characterized by the ethnic immigrant population and with re-exporting nations – France and The 

Netherlands.  

 

5.2 The Caribbean Market  

Given the current low levels of per capita consumption in some countries of the Region, we are of 

the view that opportunities also exist to expand the Caribbean market. However, we expect 

growth in consumption is likely to be slow given the need to influence consumer preference. The 

latter we think would depend to a large extent on effective promotion as well as the development 

of various Sweet Potato based food products to meet the peculiar needs of the Caribbean 

consumer as well as the food service industry.  
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6. POTENTIAL FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CARICOM INDUSTRY  

A number of factors suggest a good potential for the development of a viable sweet potato 

industry in CARICOM. Some of these include: 

�   Sweet potato represents a crop with high versatility with respect to growing conditions and 

low susceptibility to natural disasters such as hurricanes. It is also amenable to the typical 

small scale farming systems that characterize the Region. 

�  As an exportable crop, sweet potato generally has excellent shelf life and good 

transportability/ handling characteristics. 

�  Sweet potato productivity in the Region is well below the plants agronomic potential. 

Problems of heavy and persistent attacks from the sweet potato weevil and the sweet potato 

stem borer together have resulted in significant losses of marketable yield; ranging as high as 

40% in some countries. To the above, we may add losses due to nematodes, viruses and other 

non detecting yield reducing factors. Diligent application of R&D could make a significant 

contribution here, thus improving the profitability and competitiveness of the crop. 

�  The trend in the extra-regional market suggests growth as discussed above. We anticipate that 

this trend will continue given the documented health benefits of sweet potato consumption.  

�  Opportunities exist to exploit the market preferences: firstly, in terms of the preference 

among the ethnic West Indian populations for the “dry type” of sweet potato -- characteristic 

of the varieties produced in the Region and secondly, the higher consumption levels among 

the above group. 

�  Opportunities in the longer term are associated with the application of S&T/R&D aimed at 

the development of high-valued products that exploit the health benefits of sweet potato.    

 

 

 

 

7. THE WAY FORWARD 
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The development of the sweet potato industry in CARICOM calls for intervention in four key 

areas: pest control, quality assurance, value-added product development, and marketing and 

promotion. Specifically, we recommend the following strategies:  

 

 

(i) Pest/Disease Control 

·  Development of a Regional action plan for R&D to develop technology for 

controlling the common pests and diseases in a sustainable manner. 

·  Implement a system of quality assurance/regulations to ensure the use of disease 

free planting material. Towards this end, we recommend the adoption of 

protocols to enhance quality assurance in the industry, in particular focusing on 

the quality of planting material, the use of agro-chemicals and the quality of the 

final product with respect to food safety. 

 

(ii) Quality Assurance 

In addition to (ii) above, we recommend immediate adoption of the USA’s grades and 

standards as a strategy to enhance competitiveness and exploit the various market 

segments.  

 

(iii) Value-added Product Development   

Most of the sweet potato produced is marketed in the fresh form. Value added products 

remain largely unexploited. We therefore recommend the commissioning of R&D work 

in product development by relevant institutions in the Region. In this regard, we suggest a 

focus on high valued products that exploit the health benefits of the sweet potato. 

 

(iv)  Marketing & Promotion  

While opportunities exist in the market place, without a strong presence and active 

development, these opportunities would not be realized. Product promotion is also critical 

and in this regard we suggest the development of Caribbean product labels.    

 


