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6. LT T AKNT V7 b
Yerba Mate Consumption in Uruguay

Tomofumi Nakazawa (Ritsumeikan University)

This article is a report of an investigation on the Yerba Mate (infusion of /lex
Paraguariensis) consumption in the Oriental Republic of Uruguay. Originated from
the millennial indigenous use, Yerba Mate is a shared culture in the South American
Mercosur (Mercado Comun del Sur/Mercado Comun do Sul) countries: Argentina,
Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay. Amongst the original member states of the Mercosur,
Uruguay, smallest in terms of surface and population, is the largest consumer of the
Yerba per capita (9kgs annually) and yet highly dependent on the imports from
Brazilian production (almost 90%).

Based on previous survey and field research, as well as library work and
interviews in Uruguay conducted during February to March 2023, the author describes
an abundant history and socio-cultural aspects of Yerba Mate drinking behavior
amongst “Orientales” (old nomination of Uruguayan people). The report also shows
that at least since the end of the 19th century Uruguay has continued importation
from neighboring states of southern Brazil where provides the Yerba matching the
taste of Uruguayan consumers. On the other hand, Argentina, another neighboring
Yerba-producer, has never been a major supplier of its own Yerba to Uruguay, due to
the lack of interests to reach the Uruguayan market as a consequence of its
protectionism.

Besides the lasting dependency on Brazil and the historical attachment to its
own taste, the article tries to suggest a possibility of self-production of the Yerba
Mate in the Uruguayan territory. It is certain the existence of autochthonous //ex
Paraguariensis trees in some areas and there are civil/local movements towards
industrialization of the Yerba. Although in terms of real politics it is yet to be
concreted, the idea of autonomous Yerba production and consumption is an

interesting step from the perspective of food sovereignty.



