
International 
Beef Trade 

Global trade is a hot topic for cattlemen and politicians. 

by Julie Mais

 eef is what’s for dinner around the world, 
and the opportunities for the United States 

to provide what’s on the plate at mealtime are 
expanding — but not without a few roadblocks. 
The National Cattlemen’s Beef Association 

(NCBA) recently hosted a webinar to update 
cattlemen on the future opportunities for beef 
trade and the current atmosphere for trade policy.

Marketing beef globally
Dan Halstrom, with the U.S. Meat Export 
Federation (USMEF), says it’s the Federation’s 
mission to increase the value and profitability of 
U.S. beef exports by enhancing demand for beef 
products in the foreign marketplace.

Halstrom says U.S. beef has experienced a long, 
steady regaining of market share the industry 
used to have prior to December 2003, when a 

Canadian-born cow was identified with BSE (bovine 
spongiform encephalopathy) in Washington.

He shared that for 2016 a little more than 1 
million metric ton, valued at $6.3 billion, was 
exported last year — the second highest level of value 
of exports behind 2014, which was at $7.1 billion.

Exporting to the global market added $278 per 
head slaughtered in 2015, Halstrom notes.

2015’s top volume markets included Mexico, 
Japan, Korea, Canada, the Middle East and China/
Hong Kong. 

“At USMEF, we’re not selling full sets overseas to 
these markets,” Halstrom says. “We are selling the 
right cuts to the right market to maximize value. 
Some markets are very important though there may 
not be much press about them.”

Japan is consistently the top market for value, 
according to Halstrom. “The U.S. sold $1.3 billion 
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in Japan last year, which is the largest margin market 
as well,” he says.

Halstrom also noted a shift in Mexico’s purchasing 
habits. “Mexico was a price market,” he says. “That has 
been disproved the last few years with record-high beef 
prices. They continued to buy and buy in a big way.”

When looking at the largest import markets 
around the world in terms of global beef trade in 
2015, China, Hong Kong and Vietnam comprised the 
largest region, importing 29% of the total trade. The 
United States imported 21% with a sizeable portion of 
this number coming from lean trim to grind patties. 
Following are Japan, Russia and South Korea.

Growth drivers
Numerous factors are driving growth in beef demand, 
according to Halstrom. The global population is 
currently 7.4 billion with 96% of that total being 
outside the U.S. There is a 78-80 million per year net 
growth in population. “There are more mouths to feed 
and more opportunity every year globally,” he says.

Countries are witnessing economic growth. “Take 
a market like Panama. Three years ago Panama had 
14% GDP (gross domestic product) growth rate. It’s 
cooled off since then but it’s still about 6%.”

Halstrom says that another factor is in some key 
markets like Japan, South Korea and even Mexico; 
they cannot keep up with their demand domestically 
and will, therefore, import. 

USMEF is also keeping track of emerging and 
developing markets, for instance, Africa which has 
a population of 1 billion and growing. “It’s not very 
wealthy today, but at some point they are going to 
demand higher-quality beef,” Halstrom adds.

Specific to demand for U.S. beef, Halstrom says, 
“We have an ace in our hand compared to other 
countries and that’s our reputation — one of a gold 
standard with a safe, high-quality and reliable supply 
of beef. When it comes to grain-fed beef the U.S. is a 
primary source.”

Looking forward, Halstrom says the U.S. beef 
supply is rebounding. “Prices are historically high but 
moderating,” he says. “We don’t get hung up on price 
because they were buying in high and low prices.” 
Halstrom also adds that the U.S.’s biggest competitor, 
Australia, has been experiencing drought conditions 
and, therefore, beef supply is reduced. However, the 
country has been receiving rain and grass is starting 
to grow. 

Trade policy
NCBA Director of International Trade and Market 
Access Kent Bacus says, “It’s important to gain access 
to these countries by working with other governments 
and more importantly our government to open those 
opportunities for us.”

Bacus says that passing the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (TPP) will be an important feat for the 

beef industry. “If TPP passes, beef will be one of 
the biggest winners in agriculture,” he explains. “If 
it fails or delays, we will be one of the biggest losers 
in ag. Roughly 80-85% of beef we produce is for 
domestic market, but we want to capitalize on sales 
of the entire carcass. We won’t sell beef tongue at 
the competitive price here as we would in Mexico or 
Japan. But right now we don’t have the same access 
as other countries do.”

Japan is one of the U.S.’s biggest markets, and the 
Japanese love beef tongue, according to Bacus. “In 
2015, Japan purchased $1.3 billion of U.S. beef with 
a 38.5% tariff. In January 2015, the Japan-Australia 
Trade Agreement took effect and gave Australia, a 
10% tariff advantage over the U.S. herd. This caused a 
nearly $300 million loss in sales in 2015.” 

Therefore, he says TPP would level the playing 
field, and if it doesn’t pass, the U.S. would fall further 
behind in the Japanese market. 

“Domestically, the U.S. opposition says we are 
going to open the market up for us to be flooded 
from other countries,” Bacus says. “Other commodity 
groups and economic interests have speculated losses, 
but we have actually incurred real-time loss by not 
having TPP in place.”

Another trade agreement top of mind for NCBA 
is the Trans-Atlantic Trade & Investment Partnership 
(T-TIP). Bacus says Europe is one of the largest 
economies in the world, but unfortunately U.S. sales 
to the European Union (EU) are small — $300 
million and 24,300 metric tons marked up high. “The 
only product we are allowed to sell is beef from non-
hormone treated cattle,” he says.

The goal is for T-TIP to be comprehensive and to 
include agriculture, Bacus says. “A lot of EU interests 
want to keep ag out of it in order to avoid addressing 
restrictions they have on production standards. We 
want a level playing field.”

Another opportunity noted by Bacus is gaining 
market access to China. “While we are not in formal 
negotiations for a bilateral agreement with China, we 
are in the process of trying to negotiate market access 
to China,” he says. 

U.S. beef was banned in China in 2003 following 
the BSE case. In 2006 China unilaterally reopened its 
market to de-boned beef from cattle under 30 months 
of age. However, beef had to meet 22 requirements 
that included traceability. In 2007 China included 
bone-in beef. 

“China based closing their market on BSE,” Bacus 
says. “However, the U.S. received negligible risk marks 
from OIE in 2012, which is safest designation.” 

For several years, the U.S. government has been in 
discussions with China, but moving forward remains a 
challenge. While the opportunity is there for greater 
market access to China, Bacus says he encourages a 
healthy dose of caution.  HW
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