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FOOD SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY | REVIEW ARTICLE

Economic importance of chickpea: Production,
value, and world trade
Bulti Merga1* and Jema Haji2

Abstract: Chickpea is a valued crop and provides nutritious food for an expanding
world population and will become increasingly important with climate change. The
nutritional value of chickpea in terms of nutrition and body health has been recently
emphasized frequently by nutritionist in health and food area in many countries
around the world. Production ranks third after beans with a mean annual produc-
tion of over 11.5 million tons with most of the production centered in India. Land
area devoted to chickpea has increased in recent years and now stands at an
estimated 14.56 million hectares. Production per unit area has slowly but steadily
increased since 1961 at about 6 kg/ha per annum. Over 2.3 million tons of chickpea
enter world markets annually to supplement the needs of countries unable to meet
demand through domestic production. Australia, Canada, and Argentina are leading
exporters. Chickpea is comprised of Desi and Kabuli types. The Desi type is char-
acterized by relatively small angular seeds with various coloring and sometimes
spotted. The Kabuli type is characterized by larger seed sizes that are smoother and
generally light colored. Dal is a major use for chickpea in South Asia while hummus
is widely popular in many parts of the world. Research efforts at ICRISAT, ICARDA,
and national programs have slowly but steadily increased yield potential of chick-
pea germplasm.

Bulti Merga

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
Bulti Merga works in School of Plant Sciences,
Haramaya University, Ethiopia currently per-
forming duties of lecturer and researcher. Bultis’
profession is Horticulture and Agronomy, and
Coordinator for Highland Crops Research
Improvement at Haramaya University, Ethiopia.
His key research area is on potato, carrot, chick-
pea, and other vegetable crops research
improvement.

Jema Haji is a research scientist in the School
of Agro-economics and Agri-business at
Haramaya University, Ethiopia. His research
interest is Development and Agricultural
Economics.

PUBLIC INTEREST STATEMENT
Chickpea is the most important cash and food
security crop grown in the highlands of many
countries over the world. It is produced both
under rain fed and irrigated production systems.
Despite its multifaceted importance, the pro-
ductivity of chickpea generally in developing
country is very low which is mostly associated
among others with inappropriate agronomic
practices, including the use of improper fertilizer
rates, lack of market opportunity, and less effi-
cient use of irrigation system. Hence, develop-
ment of this review paper on the economic
importance of chickpea is important to encou-
rage newly emerging countries to produce more
crop yield through providing current information
on the global status of the chickpea crop pro-
duction. Moreover, it is paramount necessary to
boost the productivity of chickpea in regions
producing this crop, thus the incomes and food
security of the smallholder farmers in both
developed and developing nations will be
enhanced.

Merga & Haji, Cogent Food & Agriculture (2019), 5: 1615718
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311932.2019.1615718

© 2019 The Author(s). This open access article is distributed under a Creative Commons
Attribution (CC-BY) 4.0 license.

Received: 09 April 2019
Accepted: 01 May 2019
First Published: 07 May 2019

*Corresponding author: Bulti Merga,
School Plant Sciences, Haramaya
University, Dire Dawa, Ethiopia.
E-mail: bultimerga@gmail.com

Reviewing editor:
Fatih Yildiz, Food Engineering and
Biotechnology, Middle East
Technical University, Ankara Turkey

Additional information is available at
the end of the article

Page 1 of 12

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/23311932.2019.1615718&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-05-07
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Subjects: Agriculture & Environmental Sciences; Agriculture and Food; Environment &
Economics

Keywords: chickpea; export; import; trend

1. Introduction
Grain legumes play an important nutritional role in the diet of millions of people in the developing
countries and are thus sometimes referred to as the poor man’s meat. Since legumes are vital
sources of protein, calcium, iron, phosphorus, and other minerals, they form a significant part of
the diet of vegetarians since the other food items they consume do not contain much protein
(Latham, 1997). Legumes are multipurpose crops and are consumed either directly as food or in
various processed forms or as feed in many farming systems (Kumara Charyulu & Deb, 2014). The
legume crops are often grown as rotation crops with cereals because of their role in nitrogen
fixation. However, over the past few decades, the yields and production of legume crops have been
stagnant in the developing countries. Agricultural research and development efforts in many of
these countries have concentrated on increasing cereal yields and production and lowering crop
losses in order to achieve food security. Due to the diverse roles played by grain legume crops in
farming systems and nutritional security, the research on legume crops will have significant
impacts on nutritional security and soil fertility.

The recent rise in prices has led to an increase in demand for legumes worldwide through both
income and population growth. The increasing demand for livestock feed in developing countries is
a significant change in the demand structure. For instance, the significant demand of soybean in
the bio-diesel industry due to the recent policies in Europe and the US has also contributed to the
increase in the demand and prices of legumes as substitute crops. These factors indicate that, in
the near future, there will be substantive shifts in the utilization patterns and price structure of
grain legumes. However, pulses lag behind cereals in terms of area expansion and productivity
gains. The main reason for this lag is that pulses are considered secondary to cereals in terms of
consumer preferences and consequently, research activities focus more on cereals. Due to the high
cereal productivity, pulses are being pushed to marginal areas of cultivation having low rainfall and
poor soil fertility. Other reasons responsible for the lag include highly unstable prices of pulses due
to high variability in their yield and high competition from cereal crops, such as rice and wheat, due
to the government price support policy.

Approximately 6.5 billion people currently live on our planet, and by 2050, that number is
projected to rise by almost 50% to over 9 billion. We will be increasingly faced with the demand
to produce more food for more people with fewer resources, and we will need to draw more
heavily on high quality crops to provide for this growing demand. Chickpea has a head start in this
agricultural race. Chickpea is a good source of energy, protein, minerals, vitamins, fiber, and also
contains potentially health-beneficial phytochemicals (Wood & Grusak, 2007). Chickpea is playing
a leading role in food safety in the world by covering the deficit in proteins of daily food ration of
Indian and African Sub Sahara populations. The designed chickpea-based infant follow-on formula
meets the WHO/FAO requirements on complementary foods and also the EU regulations on follow-
on formula with minimal addition of oils, minerals, and vitamins. It uses chickpea as a common
source of carbohydrate and protein hence making it more economical and affordable for the
developing countries without compromising the nutrition quality (Malunga et al., 2014).
Opportunities in the major cropping regions depend on both reducing the crop risk and improving
productivity (Redden & Berger, 2007). However, amongst pulse crops chickpea has consistently
maintained a much more significant status, ranking second in area (15.3% of total) and third in
production (15.42%).

Among pulses, chickpea is preferred to food legumes (Siddique et al., 2000) in some regions because
of itsmultiple uses. Chickpea is considered to be unique because of its high level of protein content that
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accounts for almost 40% of its weight. Moreover, the grain chickpea legume crop has potential health
benefits, which include reducing cardiovascular, diabetic, and cancer risks.

The main objective of this study is to analyze the global and regional trends in production,
consumption, value, and trade of grain chickpea crop since 1961. The following regions are
included for the trend analysis: South and South-East Asia (SSEA), Central and East Asia (CEA),
Middle-East and North Africa (MENA), Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), and Latin America and the
Caribbean1 (LAC). Developed countries are included under the heading Developed World, which
includes Europe, North and South America, and Australia, to enable a comparative analysis.

This study examines chickpea production, value, and trade on a global, regional, and country
basis to determine trends in production and product availability through domestic and interna-
tional export markets. World, regional, and country production, and demand data are reviewed to
determine trends and future expectations for the chickpea crop and its importance in world trade.
Data for this chapter were obtained from the FAOSTAT database provided by the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (2019) that provides country and global estimates
of crop production, area harvested, yields, exports, imports, and consumption since 1961. The data
are used to identify trends in overall production, yields, value, and consumption of chickpea on
a worldwide basis.

2. Material and methods
The secondary data available at the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) Corporate Statistical
Database (FAOSTAT) for the period of 1961–2017 was used in the study for the analysis of data.
Hence, the accuracy of the results presented here are directly dependent on the FAO data source
and the classifications therein. Despite the many limitations and weakness of the FAO data
(Akibode & Maredia, 2012) on grain legumes, this report used the FAOSTAT as the primary source
of time-series secondary data. This study focuses on the chickpea (Cicer arietinum) grain crop. Dry
bean (Phaseolus spp.), dry broad bean (Vicia faba), chickpea (Cicer arietinum), dry cowpea (Vigna
ungiculanta), pigeon pea (Cajanus cajun), lentil (Lens culinaris), and other pulses production status
also included. In many developed and developing countries, these grain legumes have become the
main component of farming systems and food of producers and consumers.

When the analysis was carried out for this study, the export and import data were available until
2016, and the production data were available till 2017 which was used for chickpea crop. Detailed
production data were available in FAOSTAT for chickpea, dry bean, dry broad bean or fababean, dry
cowpea, pigeon pea, and lentils that have been analyzed in this study. For all other crops, domestic
availability (the sum of production and net trade, i.e., production + (export-imports)) has been
calculated to serve as a proxy for demand. Simple statistical measures such as the mean and the
compound annual growth rates (CAGRs) have been computed to analyze the trends. The avail-
ability of the crop differs from consumption with regard to stock variation from year to year, seed
and wastage.

3. Results and discussions

3.1. Grain chickpea crop area, yield and production: global context
Since 1961, the global production of the entire grain legume crops, namely chickpea, pigeon pea,
cowpea, dry bean, faba bean, lentil, has increased at the rate of more than 1% per annum.
Globally, chickpea has yield levels of about 850 kg/ha. The crop yields in the developing regions
are very low. However, in the case of chickpea, some developing regions have exceeded the
developed countries in terms of yield levels. The yield level in South and South-East Asia has
increased by 13% from 717 kg/ha in 1994–1996 to 812 kg/ha in 2008–2010, growing at an annual
rate of 0.8% (Nedumaran et al., 2015). Mean annual production share of chickpeas by region from
2008 to 2017 revealed that Asia shares 83% globally (Figure 1).
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Chickpea is grown all over the world in about 57 countries under varied environmental condi-
tions. South and South-East Asia dominates in chickpea production with 80% of regional contribu-
tion. Although developed countries do not contribute much toward chickpea production, the yield
is particularly high in some Eastern European countries. China also showed a high yield level at
4,537 kg/ha in 2013–2017. ICRISAT has released high-yielding, short-duration chickpea varieties
that are resistant to Fusarium wilt in Southern India. Andhra Pradesh has the highest chickpea
yields averaging 1.4 metric tons per ha. Almost 80% of the chickpea area in Myanmar during
2013–2017 was covered by ICRISAT-bred chickpea varieties.

India is the single largest producer of chickpea in the world, accounting for 65% (9.075 million
tonnes) of the total production under chickpea (Figure 5). Australia is the second leading country
over the world in 14% share. The average global chickpea yield is about 1.8 ton/ha, but the average
yield in west and south Asia is only 1.46 tons/ha (Table 2). Though the production is low in other
developing countries, such as Turkey, Myanmar, Ethiopia, and Mexico, the yield levels exceed 1.8
ton/ha (Table 2). The yield rates are above 2 tons/ha in Yemen and Russia. Similar or higher yield
levels prevail in most developed countries (Table 2).

The highest yield increase was observed in sub-Saharan Africa at about 80% between 2013 and
2017 (Table 2). West and South Asia showed a strong upward trend in the area under production
and, therefore, production also follows suit from a low base. Area decline is observed in South
America, and Middle-East and North Africa.

Worldwide, chickpea ranks third among the pulse crops and accounting for 11.67 million tons
annually. This ranking places chickpea behind beans (25.66 million tons) and peas (11.69 million
tons) with mean annual production of 11.67 million tons from 2013 to 2017 (Table 1). Taken
together, annual combined production of peas and chickpea is nearly equal to that of beans, an
indication of their overall importance. These three pulses (beans, peas, and chickpeas) account for
about 64.77% of global pulse production with chickpea accounting for approximately 15.42% of
the total annually. Production of chickpea in terms of harvested area from 1961 to 2013 ranged
from a low of 11.84 million hectares in 1961 to a high of 14.56 million hectares in 2017 (Figure 2).
Earlier production trends from 1961 to 2013, in terms of area harvested, was somewhat static or
slightly declining; however, yield increases began to have an impact on total production starting in
the late 1900s. Steady increases in production appear in the early 2000s and continue to the
present, and especially since 2013.

Chickpea yields have been steadily increasing globally since 1961 (Figure 3) and trending to
increases of over 6 kg/ha per annum. This positive development is likely the result and benefits of
sustained research programs toward the development of improved germplasm and higher yielding

Africa
5% Americas

4%

Asia
83%

Europe
2%

Oceania
6%

Figure 1. Mean annual produc-
tion share of Chick peas by
region from 2008 to 2017.
Source: Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) (2019).
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varieties characterized by improved disease resistance and adaptation to environment. Also
important are factors such as improved seed sources, seed supplies, and overall management
practices. Expanded production in more productive environments also may account for these
consistent yield increases. The expanded production in developed countries such as Australia,
Canada, and the USA appears to have had a positive influence on mean yields worldwide. However,
with the majority of production centered in South Asia and India in particular, production increases
in South Asia have clearly had an impact globally. Production increases have been pronounced in
the most recent 10-year period (Figure 4). Area harvested and tonnage produced have expanded
starting in 2004 leading up to 2017 where global production reached an all-time high of
14.78 million tons from nearly 14.56 million hectares. Gains in yield per hectare and area harvested
are positively impacting overall production. Chickpea is produced in over 50 countries with India
having the largest production and accounting for over 65% of total world production. Figure 5
illustrates the dominance of India in chickpea production and the relative importance of the next
most important producers. Australia, Myanmar, and Ethiopia, the next most important producers,
account for 14%, 4%, and 4% of world production, respectively. Other major producing countries
such as Turkey and Russia account for equal 3%; while Iran, USA, and Pakistan having an equal
share of 2% of world production. Other important producing countries include Mexico, Malawi,
Morocco, and Syria. Mean yields of chickpea have varied widely among producing countries and
range from relatively low yields averaging 400–700 kg/ha in Iran, Malawi, Morocco, Pakistan, and
Syria to relatively high yields in Ethiopia and Mexico (Figure 6). India, the largest producer has had
stable mean yields of about 935 kg/ha. The high yields in Mexico are largely due to the fact that
most of the crop is irrigated and grown over the cool winter season.

Area harvested, mean yields, and total productivity of chickpea producing countries in regions of
the world are shown in Table 2. Ethiopia has emerged as the major producing country in Africa,
while Iran and Turkey predominate the production in West Asia. Spain is the major producing
country in Europe. In North America, Mexico predominates followed by USA and Canada. Most of
this production is devoted to exports; however, the emergence of hummus as a popular value-
added product in the USA has created domestic demand that now consumes over 65% of
production. In South America, Argentina has become a major producer. Australia has become
a major producer of chickpea with most of the production being exported to South Asia to meet
current demand for the commodity in India and Pakistan (Figure 7).

3.2. Exports and from which countries
Considerable quantities of chickpea (estimated at 2.4 million tons) have entered world trade as
consuming countries have been unable to meet demand through domestic production. Australia
nearly meets half of world export demand and provides an over 926,802 tons to the market

Table 1. Mean annual global production of pulse crops 2008–2017

Pulse Production (tons)

Beans 25,657,833

Peas 11,691,517.3

Chickpeas 11,672,579

Cowpeas 6,498,236.8

Faba beans (Broad beans) 4,468,240.1

Lentils 4,990,522.6

Pigeon peas 4,449,435.9

Other pulsesa 6,254,656.9

Total pulses 75,683,021.6
aData for other pulses were obtained by difference between total pulse production as reported by Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) (2019) and the total of the seven pulse crops listed in this table. Source: FAOSTAT (2019).
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annually in the most recent period where data are available (FAOSTAT, 2019). Exports had a value
of $905.7 million (Australian) in 2016 (Table 3). India, while being the largest producer and
importer of chickpea is also a major exporter ranking second only to Australia. Mexico, with
a large production of high quality and large seeded Kabuli types, is the fifth most important
exporter with the commodity being exported to over 50 countries worldwide with Algeria,
Turkey, and Spain their most important customers. Turkey, also a major exporter with over

Table 2. Area harvested (hectares), mean yields (kg/ha), and total production (tons) from
chickpea producing countries in important regions from 2013 to 2017

Region Country Area (ha) Productivity (kg/
ha)

Production
(tons)

Africa Algeria 27,925.5 1,038.28 145,905

Egypt 916.2 2,156.38 27,925.5

Eritrea 8,596.6 438.62 18,855

Ethiopia 237,182 1,943.82 2,307,096

Malawi 62,922.4 675.98 196,405

Morocco 62,235.2 729.34 222,488

Sudan 7,036.2 1,755.1 61,780

Tunisia 6,204.6 830.02 26,079

West Asia Iran 505,829.4 472.36 1,199,901

Iraq 374 1,687.12 2,517

Israel 4,075.2 4,770.82 95,665

Jordan 725.8 2,472.3 7,987

Lebanon 3,116.2 979.68 15,275

Kazakhstan 12,277.6 611.08 41,298

Syria 70,233.4 654.98 231,608

Turkey 381,728 1,229.14 2341,000

Yemen 19,877.4 2,643.48 2,62,483

South Asia India 8,927,600 935.34 41,827,500

Bangladesh 6,646.8 976.0 32,291

Myanmar 374,765 1,489.7 2,790,562

Pakistan 959,027.4 444.8 2,145,445

Nepal 9,642.6 1,043.7 50,367

Asia China 2,763 4,534.82 62,733

Uzbekistan 2,636.6 2,267.66 29,957

Europe Greece 6,093.6 1,373.02 42,077

Italy 12,577.4 1,525.44 97,779

Portugal 1,246.8 675.76 4,411

Russia 212,555.2 987.56 998,293

Spain 39,346.6 930.68 182,766

North America Canada 64,991.2 1,690.98 546,700

Mexico 93,437.6 1,779.08 829,921

USA 125,703.6 1,580.1 963,523

South America Argentina 58,891.2 1,062.8 312,953

Chile 780.6 749.54 3,144

Australia 650,528.8 1,426.08 4,876,693

World (total) 13,111,816.6 969.5 63,669,396

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) (2019).
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21,615.2 tons annually, with most of the tonnage moving to neighboring countries of Iraq, Jordan,
and Saudi Arabia (Table 3).

3.3. Demand and consumption
Chickpea is divided into two distinct classifications. The most prominent type is referred to as
“Desi” and is characterized by relatively small seeds that range from light tan to black and with
many variations including various markings of anthocyanin pigmentation. The relatively small
seeds have rather thick seed coats and yellow cotyledons. The seeds are often decorticated

Table 3. Annual exports from major chickpea exporting countries from 2012 to 2016

Country Exports (tons)

Argentina 77,579.8

Australia 926,802

Canada 81,869.6

India 212,467.8

Mexico 149,691.4

Russian Federation 243,778.2

Turkey 21,615.2

USA 70,059

Ethiopia 59,768.4

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) (2019).

Table 4. Major chickpea importing countries (mean imports from 2012 to 2016)

Country Imports (tons)
Algeria 71,675

Bangladesh 208,308.4

Sri Lanka 24,869.6

Egypt 26,834.2

France 5,856.6

Greece 3,909.4

India 590,656.8

Iran 18,131.8

Iraq 8,485.8

Jordan 33,471.8

Lebanon 13,214.6

Libya 5,472.4

Pakistan 104,035.8

Portugal 13,641.4

Saudi Arabia 43,705.8

Spain 54,618.2

Syria 21,98.6

Oman 3,689.4

Turkey 40,146

United Arab Emirates 103,909

USA 36,734.8

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) (2019).
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(seed coat removed) and cotyledons split to form a product referred to as “dal.” Dal, which can be
made from most pulse crops, is used in soup making and is popular in South Asia. The less
prominent type referred to as “Kabuli” is characterized by relatively large seeds that can range
up to 22 mm in diameter and larger. Seed coats of Kabuli types lack pigment and are light tan and
quite thin. This particular type is preferred in most markets outside of South Asia most likely
because it is easier to produce and less expensive. Overall, world production of chickpea is
predominated by the Desi type that accounts for 80% of production with the remaining 20%
devoted to Kabuli types (Table 4).

3.4. Uses for chickpea
Chickpea is a highly nutritious and an inexpensive source of protein that is estimated at 24%
and ranges from 15% to 30% (Hulse, 1994) depending on variety and environmental condi-
tions. Chickpea also has estimated 60–65% carbohydrates, 6% fat and is a good source of
minerals and essential B vitamins. There are numerous uses for Desi and Kabuli types. They
can be boiled, eaten raw as a fresh vegetable, roasted, dehulled to make dal or processed into
flour that can be added to bread. Dal made mostly from Desi types, used in making a soup
that is served with rice in most areas of South Asia providing a nutritious combination of
a cereal grain and a pulse crop. It is well known that the amino acids of pulses, particularly
those containing sulfur amino acids compensate for those that are limiting in the cereals
(Table 5).

Table 5. Top 25 chickpea producing countries in 2017 in terms of tons produced and value ($)

Rank Country Production (tons) Value ($ Int.)

1 India 9,075,000 5,399,278,228

2 Australia 2,004,000 509,718,843

3 Myanmar 526,772 145,218,258

4 Ethiopia 473,570 301,200,212

5 Turkey 470,000 553,835,338

6 Russia Federation 418,646 79,690,834

7 Pakistan 330,000 111,815,326

8 USA 313,210 68,289,011

9 Iran 271,487 236,117,642

10 Mexico 188,939 75,195,218

11 Tanzania 108,136 51,050,207

12 Canada 95,600 69,714,079

13 Argentina 74,001 4,119,369

14 Spain 56,498 18,065,781

15 Yemen 52,709 67,445,442

16 Syria 52,254 23,478,477a

17 Israel 36,300 15,466,468

18 Italy 33,541 24,198,650

19 Bulgaria 32,383 2,004,456

20 Algeria 29,336 11,452,970

21 Morocco 25,364 45,781,052

22 China 15,626 23,504,681

23 Sudan 11,886 13,410,520

24 Nepal 10,969 9,461,406

25 Greece 7,856 15,719,158

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) (2019).
aEstimated value of the Syria production.
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4. Conclusions
Grain legumes are important as it is a source of income and nutrition to billions of smallholder
farmers and consumers around the world. The main objective of this report is to examine the global
and regional trends in area under cultivation, production, yield, trade, price, and consumption of
chickpea. The trend analysis reveals the growing importance of chickpea crop across all economies
and the lack of research efforts in the world. In the developed economies, the commercial benefits
from expanding chickpea production are being realized more than ever in the past few decades.

Another matter of concern in chickpea production is the yield gap between developing countries
and developed countries. This is evident from the fact that production in developed countries has
increased due to yield improvements whereas in developing countries it has been primarily due to
area expansion. Shifting chickpea cultivation to limited-irrigation zones and improving input usage
can have a huge impact on boosting yields. Moreover, the government should take steps policy
measures reduce the trade-off between land allocated for cereals and pulses substantially.

Chickpea have a thin and volatile market. A persistent increase in the demand for food chickpea
legumes in Asia and Africa has led to a rise in imports. The money that is lost on foreign exchange
could well be invested in the domestic market for attaining self-sufficiency. The demand for chickpea
pulses spurred by the population and income growth in the developing countries has resulted in some
developed countries increasing their domestic production to capture these markets. Therefore, it is
high time the developed and developing countries to realize the huge potential of pulses in increasing
the soil fertility and nutrition and take steps in increasing the productivity and thus, the production of
chickpea.

Remarkable progress has been made in the production of chickpea in the past several decades.
Yields have improved considerably which is a likely consequence of sustained research efforts by
the international centers, ICARDA and ICRISAT, and national research and breeding programs.
Expansion of production in new regions, particularly Australia and North America, has significantly
contributed to overall world production and availability of the commodity in international markets.
World trade has increased markedly in the past two decades likely due to demands of an
increasing population and improving purchasing power of in developing countries. The outlook
for chickpea is excellent considering the excellent nutrient concentrations and food value.
Expansion of production to meet expanding demand is expected to continue.
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