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Current situation of 
lime cultivation

Lime is the second most important citrus fruit in the world, only 
after oranges,  and as it is a product that can be transported over 
long distances, many countries  are competing to meet the demand 
in North America and Europe, since in Asia,  India and China are 
well established as leaders. 
World lime production reached an all-time high in 2019, with 
just over 20 million  tons sourced, with the leading producing 
countries being India, Mexico, and China,  which together produced 
almost 45% of all the world's lime. The following  countries were 
Argentina, Brazil, Turkey, Spain, the United States, South Africa, 
and Iran. 
Regarding harvested area, this also reached its highest level 
in 2019, with just over  1.2 million hectares, with India, Mexico 
and China also being the countries with the  largest number of 
hectares. 
In the case of world yields, there has not been a great increase in 
recent years,  remaining between 15 and 16 tons per hectare, with 
the United States being the  leader in this area, with 39.9 tons per 
hectare, far exceeding the world average  yield of 16.3 tons per 
hectare. 
On the commercial side, reported imports and exports, also in 
2019, show that  lime is an agri-food product that is booming, as 
the numbers increase with each  passing year. 
If we focus on imports, the United States leads with more than 
20%, surpassing the  three European countries that follow in the 
list. This volume of fruit is supplied by  Mexico, and between the 
two countries is the largest trade flow of limes,  exceeding by five 
times the flow of Spanish limes to Germany. In fact, Spain is  the 
second largest exporter, only behind Mexico, because it sends fruit 
to many  European countries, which together represent a similar 
percentage to the flow  between Mexico and the United States.
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In addition, lime production in Mexico had ups 
and downs between 2001-2010,  but during 
2011-2020 the data indicate an upward trend, 
derived from a steady  increase in harvested 
area, which in 2020 exceeded 185,000 tons, 
the historical  maximum, as the average national 
yield has not really increased considerably over  
the last two decades. 
However, an important point to mention is 
that limes have had very good sales  prices in 
recent years, so their production value has also 
increased considerably,  almost reaching 19,000 
million dollars. 
In Mexico, the states of Michoacán and Veracruz 
lead the production of this crop,  and far behind 
them are Oaxaca, Colima, and Tamaulipas, 
although in terms of  yield, all these states are far 
below the 26 tons per hectare of San Luis Potosí, 
and  Michoacán leads in terms of the value of 
production generated, with more than  7,000 
million pesos.
In terms of production by municipality, only 
Martínez de la Torre (Veracruz) and  Buenavista 
(Michoacán) exceeded 200,000 tons, with other 
important  municipalities being Apatzingán 
(Michoacán), Tecomán (Colima) and Atzalan  
(Veracruz). 
In this respect, it is important to mention that all 
national production is carried out in  the open 
air, and also that less than 1% of production is 
organic, despite the fact  that prices per ton are 
higher, which is due to the fact that pathogen 
control is not  at all simple, especially with 
problems such as HLB.

Another important aspect to mention is that 
the highest production occurs in the  months of 
October and November, while exports are well 
distributed, mainly  between May and December, 
being the main commercial destination for 
Mexican  limes the United States, where almost 
97% of exports are sent. 
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Finally, in 2017 the United States imported almost the same number of limes as  it exported, 
but by 220 its imports were already double its exports, indicating a 
significant increase in domestic consumption, and of course, phytosanitary  challenges are 
affecting its domestic production, which is why it needs more fruit  from other countries, with 
Argentina, Mexico, and Chile as its main suppliers. 
If you want to know more about the production and marketing of limes, we invite  you to 
continue reviewing our analysis.
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Historic world production

Over the years, world lime production is increasing, without significant increases  or 
decreases, but maintaining a constant upward rhythm, which is derived from a  minimal 
but constant increase in the harvested area, since the average yield has  not increased 
significantly in recent decades, this last factor being a point of  improvement that remains 
latent. 
In Asia, the countries that lead the production of this citrus fruit are India and  China, 
with 17.4% and 13.3%, ranking first and third, respectively, Mexico being  the second 
largest grower, although not the only important grower in the Americas,  as Argentina is 
in fourth position, Brazil in fifth and the United States in eighth  position. 
In Europe, Turkey and Spain cover the demand, together with Iran and South  Africa, 
with the latter country having excellent prospects for future export growth. 
This means that there are lime growers well distributed in various regions of the  world, 
so that complementarity can be achieved to meet market demand  throughout the year, 
even between countries that are direct competitors, as in the  case of Argentina and 
Brazil, which have long been seeking a complementarity  agreement to join forces.
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World lime production
Sourcet: FAOSTAT

World lime production reached an all-time high in 2019, at 20,049,630 tons,  which 
represented an increase of 2.4% over 2018's volume of 19,582,115 tons. 
In addition, between 2007, 2008 and 2009, there was a significant rebound in 
world  production, with a subsequent recovery, which required 5 years to reach the  
production levels of those years. 
Regarding the last decade with available data (2010-2019), the average annual  
increase was 2.2%, which indicates a minimal but steady increase in production,  
although it should be mentioned that from 2017 to 2018 there was an increase of  
10.9%, the highest in the last 12 years.

* The information presented by FAOSTAT includes lemon and lime

Tons
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Countries with the largest lime production
Source: FAOSTAT

* The information presented by FAOSTAT includes lemon and lime

India is the country with the largest lime production, with a share in 2019 of  17.4%, 
while Mexico and China fight for the second position, with 13.5% and  13.3%, 
respectively, so the difference between these two countries was only  35,746 tons. 

Other countries in the Americas that are important lime growers are Argentina,  
Brazil, and the United States in eighth position. In total, 103 countries reported  lime 
production in 2019. 

Turkey, Spain, and Iran are the countries that supply limes to the European  markets, 
although the appearance of South Africa, which competes strongly with  the 
aforementioned countries, is also noteworthy.
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Worldwide lime area
Source: FAOSTAT

Since 2011 the lime area in the world has presented positive numbers, with an  
average annual increase of 3.2%, reaching a record high of 1,226,617 tons in  2019, 
which represented an increase of 4.1% over the volume obtained in 2018.
 
As can be seen in the graph, historical data indicate that the increase in harvested  area 
has maintained a steady upward pace, which has not been explosive, but  continuous, 
except for the period between 2005 and 2010, when there was a  greater increase, 
with a subsequent decrease.
 
This increase in world lime area was the reason for the increase in lime  production, 
also during the same period.

* The information presented by FAOSTAT includes lemon and lime
Hectares
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India has the largest lime area, with 24.9% of the world total, while Mexico is in  
second place with 15.0%; China has 10.5%, which puts it in third place. This  means 
that these three countries together account for 44.1% of the world lime  area. 

In addition, in terms of harvested area, there is one country in the Americas that  
enters the list of countries with the largest area, and that is Colombia, which  
accounts for 2.2%, although in terms of production it appears in 14th place. 

Also noteworthy is the presence of Sudan on the list, an African country that, due  
to its proximity to the Middle East, has the potential to increase its lime exports in  
the coming years.

Countries with the largest lime area
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Worldwide lime yield

Although 16.0 tons per hectare was surpassed as of 2005, the truth is that 
there is  no clear trend indicating that yields are actually improving, especially 
considering  that the historical maximum remains at 16.6 tons per hectare, 

which was reached  in 2018. 

In fact, between 2010-2019 the average annual increase for world lime yields  
was just 1.1%, while for the period from 2000-2009 it was 1.2%, so we can 
speak  of a slight decrease in the rate at which lime yields are increasing in the 

world. 

In this sense, the increase in world lime production is exclusively due to the  
increase in the harvested area and not to the yield obtained. 

* The information presented by FAOSTAT includes lemon and lime
Tons per hectare
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Countries with the highest lime yields
Source: FAOSTAT

In 2019 the average world lime yield was 16.3 tons per hectare, so the 
United  States obtained a yield 144.0% higher than this, and with its 39.9 
tons per hectare  it leads this section. 

Of the countries on the list, Argentina stands out as the world's fourth 
largest  grower, exceeding the United States in production by more than 
double, while  maintaining a fairly good average yield of 33.1 tons per 
hectare. Another country  with high production and good yields is Brazil, 
with its 26.8 tons per hectare. 

Mexico ranked 40th, with a rather low yield of only 14.7 tons per hectare 
(9.8%  lower than the world yield).

* The information presented by FAOSTAT includes lemon and lime
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Historic world imports
Source: FAOSTAT

Lime is a citrus fruit of great importance worldwide, which is increasing over time,  

as reflected in the historical data of imports, which show a steady increase that has  

increased considerably in the last 5 years. 

For the period 2010-2014 the average annual increase was 3.6%, while for 2015- 

2019 it was 6.3%, indicating that in recent years world lime imports increased at  a 

significantly higher rate. 

The all-time high for lime imports was reached in 2019, at 3,597,735 tons, an  increase 

of 1.4% over 2018's 3,547,320 tons, and the outlook indicates that the  numbers will 

continue to rise. 

* The information presented by FAOSTAT includes lemon and lime
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Main importing countries
Countries with the highest lime imports in 2019

Source: FAOSTAT

Despite being the eighth largest lime grower in the world, the United States is the  
leading importer of this product, with a volume in 2019 of 793,405 tons, or 22.1% 
of  the world total. In fact, the United States imports as much lime as the next 
four  countries on the list. This volume of imports translated into an expenditure 
of 692  million dollars. 
In Europe, the country that spent the most on limes was Germany, with 319  
million dollars, despite having imported less volume than the Netherlands and  
Russia. Other European countries that depend on lime imports to meet market  
demand are France, the United Kingdom and Italy, while in the Middle East the  
largest importer is Saudi Arabia.

* The information presented by FAOSTAT includes lemon and lime
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Main import trade flows
Source: FAOSTAT

The main trade flow of limes occurs from Mexico to the United States, a flow that  
in 2019 translated into 687,266 tons, with a value of US$543 million. This flow  
implies a fifth part of the world lime trade. 
Spain is the main supplier to Germany, France, and Italy, which together account  
for 9.6% of world imports.
 
Turkey, another major exporter, has its main client in Russia, which in 2019  
imported 100,691 tons, worth 78 million dollars.

* The information presented by FAOSTAT includes lemon and lime
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Historic world exports
Lime exports in the world

Source: FAOSTAT

While the volume of lime exports has increased steadily over the last decades,  
the price history shows significant increases and decreases, indicating a 
significant  volatility in the world prices of this fruit. 

In 2019 alone, the value of exports was 3.438 million dollars, which meant a  
decrease of 8.0% compared to 2018, when it reached 3.738 million dollars, 
which  so far is the highest export figure achieved. 

In terms of volume, 2019 was an all-time high at 3,673,379 tons, or 2.1% more  
than in 2018, continuing six years of increases.

* The information presented by FAOSTAT includes lemon and lime
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Main exporting countries

Countries that exported the most limes in 2019
Source: FAOSTAT

Interestingly, the United States is the seventh largest exporter of limes, much of  which is 
destined for neighboring Canada, and from the rest of the list South Africa  is significantly 
increasing its exports to Europe and the Middle East.

Mexico is the leading exporter of limes, with 20.9% in 2019, or 766,013 tons,  although it is closely followed 
by Spain, which in the same year exported 739,999  tons, taking 20.1%.

However, in terms of export value, Spain exceeds Mexico by a good margin, with  821 million dollars versus 
567 million dollars, respectively, which indicates that  Spanish fruit reaches markets that pay a higher price 
for limes. 

* The information presented by FAOSTAT includes lemon and lime

20Global trade
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The trade flow of Mexican limes to the United States 
represents 22.4% of world  trade, since around 95% of 
Mexican exports are destined for the U.S. market. 

Spain is an exporter with a wider range of clients, the 
main ones being Germany,  France, the United Kingdom 
and Italy, trade flows that together account for 14.9%  
of world exports. To a lesser extent, Spain also exports 
limes to Poland and the  Netherlands. 

Main lime export trade flows in 2019

* The information presented by FAOSTAT includes lemon and lime

Source: FAOSTAT
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Historical national production

In 2020 Mexico produced 2,851,427 tons of limes, for which 185,117 hectares  were 
harvested, so the national average yield was 15.4 tons per hectare. 

It is important to note that lime is the second most produced citrus fruit in Mexico,  
however, its economic importance is greater because much more lime is  exported 
than orange, which is the citrus fruit with the highest national production,  in a ratio of 
approximately 10 to 1. 

The states that lead the lime production are Michoacán, Veracruz, and Oaxaca,  where 
there are regions with tropical climates that are ideal for its production; for  this reason, 
the municipalities that lead the production are from these states as  well.

23Domestic productionIndex
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Lime production in Mexico

In 2020, lime production reached its historical maximum, with 2,851,427 tons, so  that 
compared to 2019 there was a significant increase of 7.2%, with which the  average annual 
increase for the period 2011-2020 was 4.3%, which compared to  1.7% in 2001-2010, was a 
very favorable figure. 

In addition, the difference in volume between 2001 and 2020 was 1,278,354 tons,  that is, an 
81.0% increase in two decades, going from 1,573,073 to 2,851,427 tons;  it is also important 
to mention that since 2013 there have been eight consecutive  years with an increase in 
domestic lime production, since the last decrease was  in 2012 with respect to 2011.

Tons
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Lime area in Mexico
Source: SIAP

The area harvested of limes in Mexico has been steadily increasing in recent  decades, 
with an average annual increase of 2.7% for eight consecutive years. 

In this sense, in 2020, the historical maximum was reached, with 185,117  hectares, 
an increase of 2.3% compared to 180,117 hectares in 2019. 

It is important to mention that the national lime area is increasing, due to the fact  
that it is the most exported citrus fruit to the United States, surpassing by a wide  
margin the orange, which curiously is the most produced citrus fruit in the country,  
but with a level of exports of approximately 10% of what is exported of lime.

Hectares
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Lime yields in Mexico

In 2020 the national average lime yield was 15.4 tons per hectare, an increase of  4.7% 
over 2019 and the largest increase in this regard in the last eight years,  leaving 2008 
as the year with the second highest yield, with 15.0 tons per hectare. 

It is important to note that the 2011-2020 period closed with an average annual  
increase of only 1.6%, which, although not a very remarkable figure, contrasts with  
the -0.1% obtained in 2001-2010. 

Even so, between 2000 and 2020, yields increased from 12.6 to 15.4 tons per  hectare, 
an increase of 13.8%, considerable if we consider that the only major  technification 
that has been introduced is precision irrigation.

Tons per hectare



27Index Domestic production

Value of limes in Mexico

In recent years, the value of national lime production has increased very significantly, 
reaching 18,766 million pesos in 2020, that is, a relevant increase of  8.8% over the 
17,256 million pesos in 2019, when it had the largest increase in the  last five years, 
with 24.4% more compared to 2018, and surpassing the 22.3%  increase of 2017 
over 2016. 

One of the factors that has allowed for the increase in production value is the  increase 
in price per ton, which was $6,485 and $6,581 in 2019 and 2020,  respectively, far 
exceeding the $5,477 in 2018.

Million pesos
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Lime producing states in Mexico

In 2020, 28 states reported lime production, with 
only 6 states producing more  than 100,000 tons: 
Michoacán, Veracruz, Oaxaca, Colima, Tamaulipas, 
and  Jalisco. 

Michoacán is the main grower because it has the 
largest area of this crop, with  50,530 hectares, 
which is 27.3%, while Veracruz has 25.5%, or 
47,217 hectares.  Among the states with the 
highest production are Tamaulipas and Jalisco, 
which,  with an area of 5,981 and 5,811 hectares, 
produce 116,853 and 103,952 tons,  respectively. 

In terms of yield, the state of San Luis Potosí leads 
with 26.0 tons per hectare,  exceeding the national 
average yield of 15.4 tons per hectare by 68.8%. In 

second  place was Nuevo León and then Yucatán, 
although of the states with more than  100,000 
tons produced, Tamaulipas, in fourth place, had the 
best yield, with 19.5  tons per hectare. 

Nuevo León appears as the state with the highest 
price per ton of limes, with  $10,326, with Michoacán 
in second place, with $8,942, a price that allows it 
to lead  the production value section, with 7,138 
million pesos, which is 38.0% of the total  national 
value, leaving Veracruz in second place, with 4,925 
million pesos, due to  an average price per ton that 
is 30.2% lower than Michoacán.

Source: SIAP



Main lime producing states in 2020

560 municipalities reported lime production in 
2020, of which only the following  exceeded 
100,000 tons produced: Martínez de la Torre, 
Buenavista, Apatzingán,  Tecomán and Atzalan.
 
Martínez de la Torre, Ver. and Buenavista, Mic. 
lead the production obtained with  272,931 and 
270,280 tons, respectively, that is, 9.6% and 
9.5% of the national  total. In third position is 
Apatzingán, Mich., with 6.5%.
 
In terms of harvested area Buenavista is the 
municipality with the largest amount,  with 
15,544 hectares, leaving Martínez de la Torre in 
second position, with 17,337  hectares. And, in 
fact, only 2 other municipalities have more than 
10,000 hectares  of limes: Tecomán with 11,995 
hectares and Apatzingán with 11,756 hectares.
 

In terms of average yield, the municipality of 
Jaumave, Tam. obtained 36.6 tons  per hectare, 
137.7% more than the national yield, with a 
production of 12,444 tons,  obtained from 
harvesting 340 hectares. This was followed by 
9 municipalities in  Yucatan with yields between 
31.5 and 26.9 tons per hectare.
 
Finally, the municipality that generates the 
highest value of production is  Buenavista, with 
2,587 million pesos, 13.8% of the national total, 
followed by  Martinez de la Torre with 2,022 
million pesos (10.8%) and Apatzingan with 1,717  
million pesos (9.1%). Of these 3 municipalities, the 
one with the highest average  price per ton was 
Martinez de la Torre, with $7,409, a section led by 
the  municipality of Cadereyta Jimenez, Nle, with 
$21,184. 

29Domestic productionIndex
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Main lime producing municipalities in 2020
Source: SIAP
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In Mexico, only 0.6% of lime production was organic, that is, 16,613 tons, while  2,834,814 tons 
were conventional, a figure that follows the national trend of  producing little under conventional 
schemes, leaving open a huge business  opportunity for those who have the conditions to produce 
under such schemes,  especially considering that there was a significant difference in the price 
obtained  per ton, with $6,569 for conventional and $8,774 for organic.
Although it must be considered that organic production is complicated, especially in  areas with a 
large surface area, since the management of pests and diseases is  not simple in monoculture areas, 
which is why many growers opt for conventional  production, which allows them to have a larger 
set of chemical products with which  to deal with them.

Domestic production breakdown
Lime is a fruit tree that is produced in the open, 
because the trees in a lime  orchard can easily 
reach heights of 4.5 to 6.0 meters, which makes 
it difficult to  produce them under a protective 
structure, mainly due to cost issues, since the  
problem of height could be solved in some way.
And according to SIAP reports, all production in 
Mexico is carried out in the open,  which means that 

there is not a single hectare with any protective 
structure, which  is striking. Of course, it should be 
mentioned that the main lime producing areas  in 
the country have the ideal climatic conditions for 
production, so it is not that  greenhouses or shade 
houses are required to obtain good volumes with 
excellent  quality. 

Lime production technologies in Mexico during 2020
Source: SIAP

Types of lime production in Mexico
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Types of lime production in Mexico during 2020
Source: SIAP



Monthly lime production in Mexico (%)
Source: Panorama Agroalimentario 2019 y 2020 del SIAP

Lime production in Mexico is well established, with the low part of the season in  the 
months of January, February, and March, starting to rebound in April, until  reaching a first 
peak between July and August, with about 22% of production in  these months, although 
the highest production peak is in October and November,  with approximately 24%.

Monthly domestic production
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Monthly lime production in Mexico
Source: SIAP 2019-2020
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Mexico's historical trade

Mexico's lime exports are increasing every year, both in terms 
of volume and  value, which is consolidating its position as a 
very important product for the  country. 

Historically, this citrus fruit has been exported to the United 
States, which easily  surpasses the other 60 countries to which 
Mexican limes have been exported  from 1961 to 2019. 

Other countries that have been importing Mexican limes 
for several years are the  Netherlands, the United Kingdom, 
France, Canada, Japan, Belgium, Germany,  Spain, Italy and 
Ireland, although their volumes are minimal compared to those 
of  the United States.
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Monthly lime exports from Mexico (%)
Source: Panorama Agroalimentario 2019 y 2020 del SIAP

Mexican lime exports occur throughout the year, with the highest volumes  between 
May and October, presenting an average monthly percentage of 9.4%,  being the 
low production season when fewer exports are made, between January  and April, 
with about 6.3% each month. And there is no month in which volumes  stand out 
above the others, although in 2018 there was a peak of 11.8% in the  month of 
August, while in 2019 the month with the highest export was October,  with 10.3%.
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Monthly exports of limes in Mexico
Source: SIAP 2019-2020
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Countries to which exports are made
Source: SIAVI (january-august 2021)



Monthly lime imports to Mexico(%)
Source: Panorama Agroalimentario 2019 y 2020 del SIAP

In general, lime imports by Mexico are not relevant from any point of view, given  that a 
volume that is equivalent to 0.5% of exports is imported. For example, in  2019, 3,971 
tons were imported, while exports in the same year were 758,835  tons, with a value of 
4.1 versus 560 million dollars, respectively.
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Monthly imports of limes in Mexico
Source: SIAP 2019-2020
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Countries from which imports are made
Source: SIAVI (january-august 2021)

As previously mentioned, Mexico's lime imports are of little economic importance  
since, compared to exports, volumes are extremely low. 

In addition, for the period from January to August 2021, only two countries  exported 
limes to Mexico, which were the United States, with a 62.7% share, and  Argentina, 
which took the remaining 37.7%. In total, we are talking about only  4,736 tons of 
product, with a value of 4 million dollars.

42Domestic tradeIndex
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Fresh lime imports by the United States
Source: USDA - ERS

The United States is a country that imports and exports limes, and although in  2017 
both figures were almost on par, with 100,793 and 92,072 tons, respectively,  the truth 
is that in recent years its imports of this citrus fruit have increased  considerably, while 
its exports are going down. Proof of this is that in 2020 it  imported 165,920 tons, while 
it exported 74,156 tons, so the ratio is already  practically 2 to 1.



When it comes to limes, Mexico and Chile used to be the main suppliers to the  United 
States. Swapping the top position in recent years, with Mexico pulling off a  surprise in 
2018, far surpassing Chile's volume, while Chile led in 2017 and 2019. 

However, in 2020 it was Argentina that was the main supplier of lime to the U.S.  market, 
with an increase in imports that doubled its 2019 volume from 25,991 to  57,575 tons, 
so now the competition gets much tighter.

Fresh lime exports by the United States
Source: USD - ERS
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Main countries from which the United States imports limes
Source: USD - ERS

And on the subject of exports, the main destinations for U.S. limes in 2020 were  Canada, Japan, and 
South Korea, with 35.7%, 29.6% and 15.6%, respectively.  The case of Canada is interesting, because in 
2020, the United States imported.

46U.S. marketIndex
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Fresh persian lime imports by US
Source: USDA - ERS

Persian lime imports by the United States are significantly higher than those of Mexican 
limes, and over the years they have increased, reaching 696,983 tons in 2020, with an 
increase also in the value of these imports.



On the other hand, US persian lime exports are minimal, both in comparison with its own 
imports and with mexican lime exports, due to the fact that there is no significant production 

in the United States.

Fresh persian lime exports by US
Source: USD - ERS
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US Imports by Country
Source: USD - ERS

Mexico is the undisputed supplier to the US market, supplying 97.1% of its imports in 2020.
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Main lime suppliers to the United States
Sources: UN Comtrade y US Census Bureau

* The information presented corresponds to the period from 19-11-2020 to 11-11-2021.
* Shipments indicated are only those from Mexico to the United States
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Main lime purchasing companies in the United States
Sources: UN Comtrade y US Census Bureau

* The information presented corresponds to the period from 19-11-2020 to 
11-11-2021.

* Shipments indicated are only those from Mexico to the United States



Lime price in the U.S. market
Source: Daily Market Report de ProducePay

Prices shown are the average for packaged in 7/10 Bushel
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If you want to be updated with lime prices in the 
U.S. market, suscribe for free to ProducePay's 
Daily Market Report where you will also 
find information on many other agricultural 

products.

Daily Market Report

Click here

https://insights.producepay.com/market-insights/watchlist
https://insights.producepay.com/market-insights/watchlist
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Persian limes, the valuable crop that 
enriches intermediaries but not farmers

Source: Comercio Injusto

Throughout the year, dozens of Ayuujk community members in Oaxaca plant and harvest, on more  than 
200 hectares of land, one of the fruits that make Mexico famous and important as a citrus  exporter: 
the Persian lime. 

The families in the area produce this variety of lime and sell it mostly to coyotes or " hoarders" (as  the 
intermediaries are known). They channel it to the United States and other export destinations  such as 
Europe and Japan through a complex chain of packing houses, brokers, shopping malls,  and retailers. 
Although the coyotes keep an important part of the profits, the growers generally sell to them  because 
to sell directly to the packing plants would require means of transportation, investment, and production 
volumes that they do not usually have. 

One of these grower groups is located in a small community in the Bajo Mixe mountains, between  
the Oaxacan Cuenca and Isthmus of Tehuantepec regions. The area is about 2 hours away from  
Tuxtepec; to reach the Transístmica highway, one must travel almost 100 kilometers more. It is a  highly 
marginalized community according to the National Council for the Evaluation of Social  Development 
Policy (CONEVAL), where 40% of the inhabitants speak Ayuujk, the number of  speakers of which has 
decreased in the last ten years. Most growers in this community own between one and a half to two 
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hectares of lime trees. Their  production consists 
of approximately 60% of first quality Persian limes 
(for export) and 40% of  second quality (for the 
domestic market). 
In spite of the above, s
mall lime farmers in these productive regions of the 
state of Oaxaca face  the market under unfavorable 
conditions, with profit margins so low that they 
barely allow them to  reinvest in their crops or risk 
turning into losses. 

Persian lime, a key crop in Mexico 
Three varieties of limes are grown in Mexico: 
sour or Mexican, Persian, or seedless, and Italian.  
While the Mexican variety is more appreciated in 
the domestic market for its higher level of acidity,  
the Persian variety is the most relevant for export 
markets.

According to figures from the Agrifood and 
Fisheries Information System (SIAP), between 
2015 and  2019, exports of the different varieties 
of limes grew 8.7% annually. Mexico exported a 
total of  758.8 thousand tons of lime in 2019; of 
this figure, 677 thousand tons corresponded to 
Persian  lime. 

Its dark green fruits are larger than the other 
varieties, measuring up to six centimeters in 
diameter.  They are seedless, much juicier and have 
a thicker peel than other limes. For the market it has  
advantages, because the plant is more resistant to 
some diseases and lasts longer once it is cut, so  it 
is ideal to stay longer on store shelves.
 
The United States was the main destination for 
Persian limes with 94%, while 3% was shipped to  
the Netherlands, 1% to the United Kingdom and 
2% to other countries.

 



According to SIAP data, between 2018 and 2019, 
profits from the export of all lime varieties left  560 
million dollars. These profits are distributed in a 
cascade of intermediaries until reaching the  last 
link, the farmers.
 
The price of citrus and growers' profits depend 
on market supply and demand. In 2018, the price  
per box started to improve, at least it was sold 
between 70 and 80 pesos, while before that year 
the  box was worth between 10 and 15 pesos. By 
2019, the box of limes reached 250 pesos. The  
improvement in lime prices is due to the decline 
of some producing areas in the United States,  
commercial integration through free trade and 
growing local and international demand. The sum 
of  these factors causes the expansion of the lime 
industry in the Tabasco-Veracruz region.
 
With the COVID-19 pandemic, the lime trade 
was little affected as intermediaries did not stop  
trading and picking activities. 

lime prices decreased during the first few 
months of the pandemic, with growers receiving  
approximately 100 pesos per box. However, 
this price decrease is consistent with annual 
price  fluctuations. Each year, lime prices increase 
between February and April, with a peak in March.  
The farmers' selling price per box of limes in March 
2021 reached 730 pesos in the zone.
 
The role of intermediaries 
Oaxaca is the fourth largest grower of Persian limes: 
it produces 263,000 tons of Persian limes  annually, 
according to the state's Ministry of Economy. This 
places it only below Michoacán,  Veracruz, and 
Colima, making it one of the most important crops 
in the regions of the Cuenca de Papaloapan and the 
Isthmus of Tehuantepec.
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In the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, 156,437 tons are 
produced annually, specifically in the  municipalities 
of Santiago Yaveo, San Juan Cotzocón, San Juan 
Mazatlán, Matías Romero,  Magdalena Tequisistlán 
and San Juan Guichicovi.
 
However, most of the Bajo Mixe harvest ends 
up in packing houses in Martínez de la Torre,  
Veracruz. These have a strong influence on their 
citrus production, since there are not enough local  
companies that can compete with them. Based 
on an analysis carried out by the Ayuujk growers'  
organization mentioned above, it is estimated 
that only 8.4% of regional production remains 
in eight  small packing houses in the area, with 
three of them concentrating most of the activity. 
This results  in lower profits for growers, as their 
limes must pass through the hands of one or two 
different  intermediaries, including coyotes, before 
reaching the packing plant in Veracruz.
 
The coyotes are responsible for transporting the 
fruit to the packing plants, which involves costs that  

are sometimes financed by the coyotes themselves 
and sometimes by intermediaries with stronger  
economic power who hire them. These costs are 
mainly infrastructure and fuel; in addition, they  
also provide the grower with the boxes needed for 
storage once the fruit is harvested.  Intermediaries, 
through coyotes, often use deceptive practices to 
reduce the price paid to the  grower.
 
Elías, one of the small growers interviewed who 
has been growing this crop for 15 years, explained  
that the intermediaries control the prices in the 
region in a coordinated manner.
 
Given his many years of experience growing limes, 
this farmer identifies the intermediaries as  follows: 
the first in the marketing chain are the coyotes or 
assistants in the region, who select the  first and 
second quality limes. These people work for a 
"second intermediary" and earn a fixed  salary of 
between 300 and 400 pesos per day, in addition to 
commissions obtained by buying from  growers at 
low prices. 



The "second intermediary" collects three trailers of 18 to 20 tons of limes each week and sells  
them to packing plants in Martínez de la Torre, Huimanguillo or Cuitláhuac, in the state of Veracruz.  
In addition, both the coyotes and these second intermediaries sell second and third quality limes  
to central supply centers that supply the local market and fourth quality limes destined for the  
national juice industry.
 
The packers buy the premium limes from the large intermediaries in Francisco Villa. In turn, they  
sell them to commercial agents dedicated to export, known as brokers, who will manage the 
border  crossing of the limes that will be delivered to consumers through restaurants, hotels and  
supermarkets, among others.
 
Based on the participatory research on which this report is based, conducted by Mutua  Investigación 
e Innovación Social S.C., based on interviews with lime growers in the Cuenca and  Isthmus of 
Tehuantepec region, the sale of first quality Persian limes to the final consumer in the 
United States averages around 85 pesos per kilogram. Of this final price, the grower will receive a  
gross profit per kilogram of less than 5%, of which two thirds will be used to cover production costs. 
The intermediary will obtain 3%, the packer 16%, the brokers 25%, 6% will go to export costs and  
the remaining 45% will be in the hands of the final stage of the sale, for example, a supermarket.  
These figures, although not obtained through an econometric study but through exploratory  
testimonies, are indicative of the gaps that exist between the various actors in the lime value  chain. 
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The impact of limes on soils 
Persian limes have been grown in the Bajo Mixe 
area for about 30 years, but some families  began 
production a decade ago, motivated by booming 
prices and a demand that has not stopped  growing. 
Farmers have converted their cattle lands into 
lime land, even replacing orange, corn,  coffee and 
acahuales crops.
 
An agronomist who works in the Cuenca del 
Papaloapan region growing limes - and who 
prefers  not to reveal his name for security reasons 
- explains that with the monoculture of limes and  
inadequate soil management, erosion and loss 
of fertility have occurred. From his point of view,  
other phenomena possibly related to the extensive 
cultivation of this fruit have also arisen, such as  a 
lower flow of streams because limes require a lot of 
water, as well as local increases in  temperatures. 
The agronomist notes that some growers are 
adopting practices that seek to preserve some of 
the  local agrobiodiversity, such as mixed cropping 
and the use of organic fertilizers.
 
He adds that the balance between agrochemical 
and organic fertilization has shifted from 90% 
to  60% in the last two years. This shift has been 
mainly due to government programs such as the  

Rural Development Program and “Sembrando 
Vida”, whose extensionists teach organic fertilizer  
and pesticide preparation techniques.

Negotiating and selling hand in hand 
with women growers 
Rosario firmly negotiates her boxes of limes 
with the coyotes who come to her orchard in the  
community. It is very difficult for her to get "stuck" 
with low prices, so her husband prefers her to  deal 
with the buyer. It is not for nothing that she has 
been producing and selling limes for twenty  of her 
fifty years. In her case, she cuts the limes, collects 
them, selects them, first and second  quality, and 
negotiates with the coyote until she reaches a price 
she considers fair.

Like Rosario, women are increasingly involved in 
production and marketing tasks, although it is  more 
common for men to do the work of negotiating with 
intermediaries. On each hectare of land,  Rosario 
harvests 15 boxes of limes every 15 to 20 days, 
which is equivalent to about 375  kilograms or 9.12 
tons per year, a heavy workload that she carries out 
together with the day  laborers she hires. The men 
in her family, her husband, and sons, are in charge 
of tasks such as  manual irrigation with buckets, 
soil preparation, planting, fertilization, and pest 
control.
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 In the last sale, Rosario got a good price; the coyote 
arrived at her plantation with his 3-ton truck.  When 
she does not get a good price with the coyote "at 
the foot of the orchard", she herself  transports the 
limes in her vehicle to the nearest packing plant in 
Santiago Yaveo, a 2-hour drive  away, where she 
gets a higher price. 
Although it is easier for her to negotiate the price 
with the coyote, she says with conviction: "...I  
prefer the packer. Sometimes the coyotes get like 
that (they offer low prices), and I prefer the  packer, 
because they are already packing, right? I don't 
want to get screwed by the coyote. Thank  God, 
there at the packing house sometimes they send 
people to pick up the product and they pay a  little 
more". This is not an option that is available to all 
growers, as they do not always have the  time, 
energy or transportation necessary to negotiate 

directly with the packer. 
Although she participates in almost the entire 
production chain, Rosario does not consider herself 
a  grower, as the land belongs to her husband. 
In contrast, Natividad, a high school teacher in 
the  community, is one of just over ten women 
lime growers who own their own land in the  
municipality. Natividad considers herself a grower 
and, as such, participates in efforts to establish  an 
organization with other growers in the community. 
Despite these differences, both women have  a 
double or triple occupation, because they work in 
the home and care for their children, teach  classes 
in Natividad's case, and tend to the production of 
limes and other farm products such as  cinnamon 
and coffee.
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The organization, part of the solution 
The growers in the Ayuujk community had 
been trying to organize themselves for more 
than 20  years with federal funding; in the mid-
2000s they obtained resources for clearing and 
fumigation  equipment. Almost ten years ago, they 
received training in administrative and productive  
management through a federal government 
agency. Although they acquired machinery for a  
packing plant, the project did not prosper due to a 
lack of marketing organization. 

A few years ago, in order to improve their quality 
of life, they formed a group of 10 growers with 
the  vision of creating a social and solidarity-based 
enterprise, participating directly in the marketing  
process, and overcoming the problem of price 
control by regional intermediaries. To achieve this, 
they must guarantee the volume and quality of the 
limes, as well as a scheme of collection,  selection, 
packing and marketing of citrus, with sales schemes 
that allow them to access better  prices. 

Luis, a Persian lime grower for 30 years, is optimistic 
about the future of the group, which  receives 
support from academic institutions and civil society. 
"Since we have the support we see the change, we 
already work with an agronomist. They already  tell 
us 'hey, your plant has this, add this'. This helps a 
lot to grow fewer second-grade limes, to  improve 
the production chain. There are few of us in this 
group, but they are people who have  realized 
that only a well-consolidated group can do many 
things. We have faith in achieving a  packing plant 
because with it our fellow growers will also become 
partners. That way we will bypass  the coyotes 
and we will see more yields. In the meantime, we 
are moving forward in the production  chain with 
technification," Luis points out enthusiastically. 

Tomás also believes that organization is the way for 
growers to place their limes in the domestic  market, 
not to wait for federal government support, but to 
find independent investors who bet on  added value 
and obtain greater economic benefits. The ideal, for 
this small, organized farmer, is to  someday skip the 
big and small intermediaries. 
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For his part, Faustino, like all growers in the Bajo Mixe, is proud of the productive activity he carries  out 
because the land sustains his family. Despite the difficulties they face as small farmers, as they  do not 
have all the technology to improve their crops, and the discouragement caused by the low  prices offered 
by intermediaries, he maintains the hope that with good organization one day they  will be able to get 
their work valued and, for this, he stresses, the unity and mentality of the farmers  are fundamental. 

"I believe that the greatest dream of a grower is that they value your work, that they value your  effort. If 
one day they come to value our limes or our work, I think that day will change everything.  The ideal is that 
there are no coyotes, that they sell at a fair price that reflects the hard work of  production," says Faustino 
proudly as he looks at his lime tree. Valuing the work of growers and  supporting initiatives to transform 
the market are tasks for consumers, government agencies and  civil society organizations. 
* The persons, places and organizations that appear in this report have been anonymized at the  express 
request of some of the interviewees. 
This report was prepared as part of the "Consultancy for the research project on economic and  political 
capture in value chains" carried out by Mutua S.C. for Oxfam Mexico. We would like to  thank Pável 
Galeana, Giovanna Montagner, Gerardo Sánchez, and Salvador Silva for their  contributions to the 
preparation of this report.
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