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>>> Highlights

é Recent U.S.–China negotiations have revived agricultural purchase commitments. The Octo-

ber 2025 Busan summit included large soybean purchase targets, while the May 2026 Beijing

meeting introduced a new non-soybean purchase target. These commitments resemble those

made under the 2020–21 Phase One agreement. This report revisits China’s Phase One com-

mitments, trade outcomes, and policy implementation to assess where gains proved durable

and where they faded, offering lessons for the new round of commitments.

é U.S. agricultural exports to China expanded sharply under Phase One. Shipments rose from a

$9–14 billion trade-war trough in 2018–19 to $26.4 billion in 2020 and $32.8 billion in 2021,

then reached a record $38.0 billion in 2022. China reached almost 80% of the two-year agricul-

tural purchase target and implemented 50 of 57 deadline-based agricultural commitments by

October 2020, though not all gains proved durable.

é The longer-lasting gains came from market-access reforms, not purchase volumes. China’s im-

ports of U.S. beef rose from a $25 million 2017 base to a $1.82 billion peak in 2022. U.S. poul-

try captured 27–30% of imports after China lifted its HPAI ban and adopted regionalization.

Tree-nut exports expanded several-fold and retained much of that gain through 2022–24.

é Bulk-commodity and soybean gains were large but less durable. China’s imports of U.S. corn

rose to almost 20 MMT in 2021, briefly giving the U.S. roughly 70% of China’s corn import mar-

ket, before falling to under 1% by 2025 after Brazil gained access and Chinese grain imports

contracted. Wheat gains also faded as Australian harvests recovered. Soybeans rebounded in

value and volume but never regained their pre-trade-war position.

é The Phase One period export surge was shaped by unusually favorable market conditions.

High commodity prices, tight Chinese feed supplies, drawn-down corn stocks, and pork import

demand after African Swine Fever all boosted the dollar value of U.S. sales during the imple-

mentation window.

é The export pattern is more consistent with additive growth than simple redirection. Across

the priority commodities, much of the increase in U.S. shipments to China occurred alongside

gains in overall U.S. exports, suggesting that China sales were not simply pulled away from

other markets. Wheat and cotton were the main exceptions, with reductions in other markets
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that exceeded the China gain.

é Tariff waivers were central to Phase One’s commercial impact. Phase One left the Section 301

retaliatory duties on paper and relied instead on a Chinese waiver process. Broadly available

exclusions during 2020–21 returned the effective duty on soybeans, corn, wheat, and beef

close to the standard rate and moved most of the purchase volume.

é Durability was the central challenge for many Phase One gains. The 2020–2022 export surge

was substantial, but bulk-commodity volumes fell in later years, and several access channels

tightened. Gains in beef, poultry, and tree nuts proved more durable, while the broader erosion

may have reflected some combination of changing market conditions, administrative neglect,

whether intentional or unintentional, and China’s discretionary reprioritization of purchases and

approvals in favor of suppliers such as Brazil and Australia.

é Non-tariff barriers, including sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) measures, proved similarly mal-

leable and discretionary. Market access that Phase One appeared to secure could be tightened

administratively rather than by formal reversal: U.S. beef plant registrations were allowed to

lapse in 2024–25, and Chinese customs rejections of U.S. food shipments rose from a few hun-

dred per year through 2022 to roughly a thousand in 2025, concentrated in beef and chicken

paws.

é An econometric assessment confirms a real but transitory China market access gain. Even af-

ter separately accounting for the tariff relief delivered through China’s waiver process, along

with global prices, competitor supply, and other market conditions, the model estimates that

U.S. agricultural exports to China ran well above the level the rest of the trading system would

predict, by about $6.7 billion (+32%) in 2020 and $5.9 billion (+22%) in 2021, peaking at $12.6
billion, or about 49%, in 2022 before fading to roughly $3.0 billion, or about 14%, by 2024.

é The Phase One experience suggests that purchase commitments can coincide with substantial

export gains, but their durability depends on sustained implementation and the broader trade

environment. The agreement moved substantial trade when tariff waivers, SPS treatment, ap-

provals, and commercial demand aligned. It also showed that these channels can narrow over

time without a formal reversal, making continuous monitoring and credible enforcement central

to whether new commitments translate into durable trade gains. The 2026 commitments enter

a different market setting, with softer Chinese grain demand, expanded Brazilian supply, and a

still-layered tariff structure.

2



>>> 2020–2021 U.S.-China Phase

One Agreement and Agriculture

Recent U.S.–China summit diplomacy has revived an agricultural trade structure that looks famil-

iar. At the October 2025 Busan summit, China committed to large U.S. soybean purchases. At the

May 2026 Beijing meeting, the White House announced an additional Chinese commitment to pur-

chase at least $17 billion annually of non-soybean U.S. agricultural products in 2026–2028; Chinese

statements did not confirm that figure in the same terms. Together, these commitments revive the

purchase-target structure of the 2020–21 Phase One agreement, which paired such targets with

tariff relief, tariff exclusions, and sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) market-access commitments; the

May 2026 announcement, however, was confined to purchase commitments and did not add new

tariff or SPS provisions.

The U.S.–China Economic and Trade Agreement, known as Phase One, was signed on January 15,

2020, and took effect on February 14, 2020. It paired two policy tools. First, it included a detailed

set of sanitary, phytosanitary, and regulatory commitments intended to improve market access for

U.S. beef, pork, poultry, dairy, infant formula, horticultural products, animal feed, biotechnology

products, and grain tariff-rate quotas. Second, it included dollar-denominated purchase commit-

ments. China committed to buy at least $32 billion of U.S. agricultural goods above the 2017 base-

line across 2020 and 2021, reaching a cumulative target of $80.2 billion on a Chinese-import basis.

The agreement defined the 2017 baseline as roughly $24 billion of covered products on a Chinese-

import basis; the $19.6 billion baseline cited elsewhere in this report is a narrower U.S.-export mea-

sure (mainland China, calendar year, BICO-HS10).

This report revisits the Phase One record to draw lessons for the new commitments: what China

committed to, what happened in trade flows, where gains were durable, where gains faded, and

what the record implies for 2026–2028. The agreement did not remove retaliatory tariffs outright.

Purchases and tariff exclusions operated as an overlay on top of the existing tariff architecture, leav-

ing the underlying duties in place. Some of the gains that followed lasted, and others faded.

The record is economically meaningful but mixed. Phase One supported a sharp export recovery

and several practical market-access gains, while some of the largest purchase-driven gains depended
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on market conditions, tariff waivers, and China’s continued use of administrative approvals. Yet the

gains were not long-lasting. The 2020–2022 surge dissipated within a few years, and the record

does not make clear whether the erosion reflected intentional neglect, unintentional drift, or China’s

discretionary reprioritization in favor of other suppliers such as Brazil and Australia. An econometric

assessment reported below, which controls for global prices, competitor supply, tariffs, and other

market conditions, reinforces this reading: it detects a real bilateral lift during the agreement that

peaked in 2022 and had largely faded by 2024.

One of the central lessons is that many barriers Phase One appeared to open proved malleable

rather than structural. China admitted more corn and wheat when domestic stocks and market

conditions favored imports, then allowed those channels to recede as circumstances changed. The

2024–25 lapse in U.S. beef plant registrations shows how market access can tighten without a for-

mal reversal of an agreement. SPS market access also remained reversible. Chinese customs rejec-

tions of U.S. food shipments rose from a few hundred per year through 2022 to roughly a thou-

sand in 2025, concentrated in beef and chicken paws. The May 2026 commitments inherit both

the promise and the limits of Phase One: they can support significant export expansion if backed by

workable tariff relief, predictable SPS treatment, meaningful non-tariff barrier reforms, and regular

commercial purchases, but they may face similar challenges in sustaining those gains.

Chinese Retaliatory Tariffs

China’s 2018 retaliatory tariffs on U.S. agricultural products came in two tracks, and Phase One

mainly relieved the Section 301 track through exclusions and waivers rather than formal tariff re-

peal. The distinction helps explain why some commodities rebounded more than others and why

tariff administration still matters for the May 2026 commitments.

The first track began in April 2018 in response to U.S. Section 232 steel and aluminum tariffs. China

imposed additional duties on 128 U.S. tariff lines worth about $3 billion of 2017 exports, includ-

ing 25% on pork and aluminum waste and 15% on tree nuts, wine, fresh and dried fruit, denatured

ethanol, ginseng, and seamless steel pipe. The second track ran from July 2018 through September

2019 in response to U.S. Section 301 tariff actions and covered most major U.S. agricultural exports
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to China, including soybeans, corn, wheat, sorghum, beef, dairy, poultry, fish, tree nuts, cotton, and

pork. Combined with the April 2018 duties, total applied tariff rates on many U.S. agricultural prod-

ucts reached 40–70%.

Phase One left the Section 301 retaliatory tariffs on paper but created a commercially meaning-

ful exclusion process. Importers signing contracts for U.S.-origin goods on a published list could

apply for case-by-case tariff relief, while a smaller set of products received automatic temporary

exemptions. During 2020–21, waivers were broadly available for legitimate purchases, often bring-

ing the effective duty on products such as soybeans, corn, wheat, and beef close to the standard

most-favored-nation (MFN) rate. By contrast, the April 2018 Section 232-linked duties generally re-

mained outside the Phase One waiver process, leaving products such as pork, tree nuts, wine, fruit,

and ethanol more persistently constrained.

This asymmetric structure shaped the commodity results. Products covered by the Section 301

waiver channel could rebound when state buyers and commercial importers received approvals,

while products still facing first-track duties or overlapping tariff layers received less complete re-

lief. The same lesson applies to the May 2026 commitments: large purchase targets are more likely

to be commercially viable if tariff relief is broad, timely, predictable, and usable in practice.

Exhibit 1 traces these layers as a monthly trade-weighted average using 2017 pre-trade-war trade

shares and stacked on top of China’s MFN duty. The MFN base alone runs near 12–14%. Adding re-

taliation, the effective rate climbed to roughly 40% during the 2018–19 trade war, driven largely by

the Section 301 layer, before falling to about 17% during the Phase One period as tariff exclusions

took effect. The announced exclusion list covered more than 90% of 2017 U.S.-China agricultural

trade, including major commodities such as soybeans, corn, pork, beef, and cotton. Products out-

side the announced list, including almonds, walnuts, fresh and processed fruit, certain meats, and

tobacco, continued to face elevated retaliatory duties. Thus, the exclusion process lowered the av-

erage effective rate without eliminating the underlying tariff structure.
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Trade-weighted tariffs on U.S. farm exports ran near 40% in the trade war, fell to about

17% under Phase One exclusions, and spiked again under IEEPA-related retaliation.
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Exhibit 1: Trade-Weighted Applied Tariff on U.S. Agricultural Exports to China, 2017–2026: China’s MFN Duty Plus

Stacked Retaliatory Layers.

Note: Monthly trade-weighted averages using 2017 agricultural trade weights. The figure stacks China’s most-favored-nation

(MFN) duty with retaliatory layers linked to Section 232, Section 301, and the 2025 IEEPA-related fentanyl-response and recip-

rocal tariffs. Section 301 product exclusions are applied from March 2020 onward and extended through 2026, covering nearly

all U.S. agricultural trade eligible for the exclusion process. The 2025 IEEPA-related layers were non-waivable. The April 2025

total reached about 147%, above the 75% axis cap shown.

Source: NDSU using the official Chinese tariff schedule, and WITS MFN rates.

The 2025 escalation worked differently. It was not a simple return of the Section 301 retaliation.

China kept its Section 301 exclusion process open for nearly all eligible U.S. agricultural products

through 2025, repeatedly extending the application window and then prolonging it to the end of

2026 under the November 2025 Busan deal. As a result, the Section 301 layer generally stayed

low for approved agricultural purchases. The spike instead came from two new non-waivable tar-

iff tracks associated with the 2025 IEEPA tariff actions: a fentanyl-response tariff of 10–15% added

in March 2025 and the much larger reciprocal, or “Liberation Day,” tariff that followed in April and

reached 125%. Stacked on the MFN base, the trade-weighted effective rate briefly reached roughly

147% in April 2025, far above the 75% cap shown in Exhibit 1. Mid-2025 tariff truces reduced the
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reciprocal layer to 10% and brought the total to around 27%. The episode shows how the two in-

struments operated side by side: China left the Section 301 waiver channel open for ordinary agri-

cultural trade while layering new, non-waivable duties on top.

Phase One Agricultural Outcomes

Phase One agricultural purchase commitments totaled $80.2 billion across 2020 and 2021. U.S.-

reported agricultural exports to China reached $26.4 billion in 2020 and $32.8 billion in 2021, total-

ing $59.2 billion on a U.S.-export basis (Exhibit 2). On a Chinese-import basis, China reported $60.4

billion in agricultural imports from the United States, or approximately 80% of the target. Year 2 per-

formed much better than Year 1, with corn, soybeans, and beef doing much of the work. Agriculture

was among the strongest-performing chapters of the broader Phase One agreement on the dollar

metric, but it still fell short of the headline figure.

The trajectory is clear. U.S. agricultural exports to China fell sharply during the trade war, recov-

ered during Phase One, and peaked in 2022 after the formal commitment window closed. The 2022

peak reflected high commodity prices after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and lagged shipments from

late-2021 sales, so they should not be interpreted as the agreement’s impact alone. Exports then

declined through 2023, 2024, and 2025 as competitor supply expanded, Chinese demand softened,

and prices weakened. The March 2025 retaliatory tariffs compounded that decline. Q1 2026 ship-

ments were higher than Q1 2025, an early sign of recovery from a depressed base after the October

2025 Busan tariff suspension.

The Phase One agricultural record is best understood by separating formal implementation from

commercial durability. Many commitments were implemented, and several produced meaningful

market openings. But the durability of those openings varied sharply by commodity.
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U.S. farm exports to China recovered under Phase One and peaked in

2022, then fell to a depressed 2025 base before an early-2026 rebound.
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Exhibit 2: U.S. Agricultural Exports to Mainland China, 2017–2025.

Note: Trade-war, Phase One, and post-Phase-One phases marked. The 2022 peak fell outside the two-year commitment window.

Calendar-year totals, mainland China only, BICO-HS10 narrow agricultural definition. Q1 2025 vs Q1 2026 callout illustrates

the early-2026 rebound from the depressed 2025 base following the October 2025 Busan tariff suspension.

Source: NDSU using USDA FAS GATS, U.S. Census Bureau trade data.

Most of the agreement’s more durable market-access gains stemmed from regulatory reforms, with

the majority of the 57 deadline-based commitments implemented. The measures with the clearest

commercial effects, including FSIS recognition, HPAI regionalization, hormone residue limits, and

changes to dairy and infant-formula registration, are discussed in the next section. Other commit-

ments, such as biotechnology approval procedures, horticultural phytosanitary protocols, feed and

pet-food recognition, and Codex-aligned residue standards, were also included among the agree-

ment’s regulatory provisions. At the same time, these gains remained vulnerable to administrative

discretion. The 2024–25 beef plant-registration lapse and the import rejections discussed in Sec-

tion 0.5 illustrate how market access depended on continued administration and enforcement.
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Commodity-Level Outcomes

Chinese total agricultural imports grew from $116 billion in 2017 to a $217 billion peak in 2022 and

have since contracted to $189 billion in 2025. The U.S. share peaked at 19.5% in 2017 (pre-trade-

war), recovered to 18.3% in 2021–22, and fell to 7.9% in 2025 as the March 2025 retaliatory tariffs

took hold. Brazil’s share rose from 21% to 27% across the period (Exhibit 3).

Brazil gained market share in China as the U.S. share fell from 19.5% to 7.9%.
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Exhibit 3: China’s Total Agricultural Imports by Supplier (Bar) and U.S. Share (Line).

Note: Stacked bars show the top seven ag exporters to China; the red line shows the U.S. share of total Chinese ag imports on a

USD basis. Phase One window shaded.

Source: NDSU using S&P Global Trade Atlas data.

The market-share record falls into four groups. First, the United States built a durable share from a

low base in beef and retained a meaningful position in tree nuts. Second, it captured large shares in

corn and wheat that were not sustained. Third, it did not recover its pre-trade-war position in soy-

beans. Fourth, dairy reforms were implemented, but did not generate much export growth because

the Chinese dairy import market weakened. The March 2025 Chinese retaliatory tariffs accelerated
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the post-2024 erosion in several commodities, while the October 2025 Busan suspension and the

May 2026 commitments set the policy backdrop for any 2026–2028 recovery.

Beef: Structural Opening then a 2024–25 Reversal

U.S. beef had been shut out of China’s market until access was restored in 2017, with strict require-

ments that many U.S. producers could not feasibly meet. After Phase One, reforms on cattle age,

traceability, and hormone residue limits contributed to rapid growth in China’s imports of U.S. beef,

which ranged from 0.166 to 0.192 MMT ($1.3–1.8 billion) during 2021–24, accounting for 1.4–7%

of Chinese beef imports (Exhibit 4). The 2024–25 plant-registration lapse, however, cut U.S. beef

shipments to roughly $582 million in 2025. The situation improved in May 2026, when China re-

stored 425 establishments and added 77 new ones effective May 15, 2026. These registrations are

valid for five years, although 38 establishments remain suspended.

The drop in U.S. beef exports to China during 2025 followed increases in Chinese tariffs and rising

U.S. beef prices that year. China’s imports from several other countries may have been related to a

rescue plan for the industry announced by Chinese leaders in August 2024 after a dramatic drop in

prices that caused financial hardship. The plan mainly focused on technical and financial support for

producers, but a safeguard investigation of imported beef and a surge of rejected imports shortly

after the rescue plan was announced may have been meant to give producers relief from import

competition. In January 2026, a safeguard mechanism for beef was introduced that assesses 55%

duties after imports exceed country-specific quotas based on historical trade volumes.
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U.S. beef built durable share after Phase One, until the

2024–25 plant-registration lapse cut exports to $582 million.
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Exhibit 4: Beef: China’s Beef Imports by Supplier (Bars) and U.S. Share of Chinese Beef Imports (Line).

Source: NDSU using S&P Global Trade Atlas data.

Pork: FSIS Recognition with ASF Demand

China’s imports of U.S. pork tripled from 0.263 MMT in 2018 to an average of 0.837 MMT dur-

ing the 2020–21 Phase One period, accounting for 12.3-16.9% of China’s pork imports (Exhibit 5).

Phase One recognized USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) oversight of U.S. pork facili-

ties and expanded the eligible processed-pork product lists, eliminating the prior Chinese individual-

plant registration bottleneck. This increase was propelled by a largely exogenous event that boosted

China’s imports from Europe, Latin America, and Canada as well: African Swine Fever (ASF) cut

China’s hog herd in 2018–19, creating a shortfall in domestic pork supplies. The U.S. share of that

demand was facilitated by Phase One rather than principally created by it.

Post-Phase-One U.S. pork exports to China fell to around three-fifths of the Phase One average.

This decline reflected declining Chinese imports as the Chinese hog herd recovered rather than
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a reversal of FSIS recognition. One specific pork commitment, a risk assessment of ractopamine

(a synthetic growth-promotant widely used in U.S. pork production), was not substantively deliv-

ered. Some U.S. producers eliminated ractopamine from their production systems, but China’s zero-

tolerance posture on ractopamine may constrain market access for U.S. pork. Pork also remains af-

fected by Section 232-related retaliatory duties that Phase One did not remove.

U.S. pork exports to China hit record levels during

Phase One period with African Swine Fever demand.
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Exhibit 5: Pork: China’s Pork Imports by Supplier (Bars) and U.S. Share of Chinese Pork Imports (Line).

Source: NDSU using S&P Global Trade Atlas data.

Poultry: HPAI Ban Lift and Chicken Paws

Poultry was one of the clearest and most durable Phase One-related outcomes. China imported vir-

tually no U.S. poultry in 2017. After China lifted its January 2015 highly pathogenic avian influenza

(HPAI) ban in November 2019, shortly before the Phase One Agreement took effect, imports rose to

an average of 0.435 MMT during 2020–21, accounting for 27.2–-30.2% of China’s poultry imports

(Exhibit 6). Exports of chicken paws to China bring much higher value than U.S. sales of these parts,
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contributing value to the sector. Paws and wings accounted for most of the volume growth.

The November 2020 bilateral HPAI and Newcastle disease regionalization agreement kept the chan-

nel open. Instead of suspending all U.S. poultry during later HPAI outbreaks, China could suspend

only affected regions. That principle held through subsequent HPAI waves in 2022–24, making

poultry one of the strongest examples of a practical market-access gain that outlasted the initial

purchase window.

Lifting the HPAI ban and adopting regionalization

made poultry one of Phase One’s most durable gains.
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Exhibit 6: Poultry: China’s Poultry Imports by Supplier (Bars) and U.S. Share of Chinese Poultry Imports (Line).

Source: NDSU using S&P Global Trade Atlas data.

Grains: Corn andWheat (TRQ Commodities)

Implementation of WTO dispute findings on tariff-rate quota (TRQ) administration for grains and

domestic support for grains were included in Phase One. While there was no evident change in TRQ

administration procedures, China’s imports of both corn and wheat exceeded their quotas for the
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first time since the TRQ system was established in 2001. Rice was also a commodity addressed in

Phase One, but U.S. rice never achieved significant market share in China.

U.S. corn captured about 70% of China’s import market at the 2021 peak, with 19.8 MMT of U.S.

exports against total Chinese imports of 28.3 MMT (Exhibit 7). That surge reflected China’s deci-

sion to admit large in-quota and above-quota volumes when market conditions favored imports, not

a permanent change in quota administration. Once Brazil obtained Chinese phytosanitary access

in May 2022, U.S. share fell quickly, to about 26% in 2023, 15% in 2024, and under 1% by 2025.

There are indications that a large portion of the increased corn imports was stockpiled in Chinese

reserves and remains in storage in 2026. China’s reserve corporation auctioned more than 11 MMT

of imported corn during 2024 and 2025, but only 4.6 MMTwas actually sold.

U.S. corn share spiked to 70% in 2021, then fell once Brazil won access and Chinese demand fell.
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Exhibit 7: China’s Corn Imports by Supplier, 2017–2025 (Bars), With U.S. Share of Chinese Corn Imports Overlaid

(Line).

Note: Calendar-year import data.

Source: NDSU using S&P Global Trade Atlas data.

Chinese demand conditions explain much of the corn surge. After African Swine Fever, China’s hog
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sector contracted sharply, and the rebuild created a large feed deficit. Chinese corn prices rose

about 30% in 2020, and authorities used wheat-reserve auctions in 2021 to bolster feed supplies.

When Brazil and China signed a phytosanitary protocol in May 2022, with first Brazilian vessels ar-

riving in January 2023, Chinese sourcing shifted rapidly to Brazil. Total Chinese corn imports then

contracted broadly, falling to the lowest level in roughly fifteen years by 2025. The conditions that

supported the Phase One corn surge, rebuilding hog demand on top of low corn stocks, are not

present in 2026.

Wheat followed a similar but shorter cycle. The share of U.S. wheat in China’s import market peaked

at about 28% in 2021, its highest level since 2017 (Exhibit 8). China filled its wheat tariff-rate quota

in marketing year 2020/21 for the first time in twenty years. U.S. wheat then lost ground as record

La Niña-driven Australian harvests in 2021/22 and 2022/23, combined with the China-Australia

diplomatic thaw, displaced U.S. supply after the Phase One window. Phase One did not appear to

have produced a durable change in TRQ administration. China admitted larger grain volumes when

domestic stocks and market conditions favored imports, but the gains later receded as conditions

changed and other suppliers became available. Chinese wheat imports fell sharply in 2025, and U.S.

shipments were minimal.
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China filled its wheat TRQ for the first time in twenty years,

then U.S. supply was displaced as Australian harvests recovered.
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Exhibit 8: China’s Wheat Imports by Supplier, 2017–2025 (Bars), With U.S. Share of Chinese Wheat Imports Over-

laid (Line).

Note: Calendar-year import data.

Source: NDSU using S&P Global Trade Atlas data.

Soybeans: Brazil’s Competitive Position

Soybeans are the largest commodity in U.S.–China agricultural trade. Unlike beef, poultry, dairy,

or horticultural products, the soybean response to Phase One was driven less by SPS reform than

by tariff treatment, purchase commitments, and state-directed buying. Chinese retaliatory tariffs

remained in place, but state buyers such as COFCO and Sinograin received waivers that facilitated

purchases. U.S. soybean exports to China recovered substantially from the 2018 trade-war trough,

but the recovery only partially reestablished the pre-trade-war market position.

The U.S. share of Chinese soybean imports remained below its pre-trade-war level. The United

States held 34.4% of China’s soybean import market in 2017, fell to 18.9% during the 2018 trade-

war trough, recovered to 33% at the Phase One peak, and stood at 15% in 2025 (Exhibit 9). Brazil’s
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share, near 53% in 2017, remained around 60% during the Phase One period and exceeded 74%

by 2025. Brazil’s expanded role reflects broader shifts in global soybean supply, Chinese sourcing

patterns, and relative competitiveness that were only partly affected by Phase One.

The Phase One purchase commitment supported sizable soybean volume gains, but market share

proved harder to sustain. Soybean trade is shaped by price competitiveness, seasonality, state-

buying decisions, and Brazilian production, in addition to agreement-specific commitments. The

25 MMT annual soybean target announced at the October 2025 Busan summit therefore appears

more likely to support a recent 25–30% U.S. share than to fully restore the pre-trade-war posi-

tion. Achieving that level will depend not only on the commitments themselves, but also on Chinese

sourcing decisions, tariff treatment, and Brazilian production trends.

U.S. soybean share never regained its pre-trade-war level with continued competition from Brazil.
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Exhibit 9: Soybeans: China’s Soybean Imports by Supplier, 2017–2025 (Bars), With U.S. Share of Chinese Soybean

Imports Overlaid (Line).

Note: Calendar-year import data.

Source: NDSU using S&P Global Trade Atlas data.
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Cotton: Partial Recovery Shaped by China-Australian relations

Cotton posted the largest single-year percentage gain in the Phase One record, but the reasons

were specific to that period. China’s imports of U.S. cotton rose from 0.36 MMT in 2019 to 0.98

MMT in 2020 and peaked at 1.13 MMT in 2022 (Exhibit 10). Phase One tariff exclusions and Chi-

nese State Reserve stockpiling provided the policy channel, while the immediate demand pull came

from China’s 2020 curbing of Australian cotton imports during a bilateral dispute. The U.S. share of

Chinese cotton imports reached 45% in 2020 and 39% in 2021. When China–Australia relations

thawed and Australian supply returned, the U.S. share receded; by 2024 Brazil had overtaken the

United States as China’s top cotton supplier, and the U.S. share fell to roughly 11% in 2025. Cotton

therefore fits the broader pattern of discretionary and temporary openings rather than standing as

an exception.

Cotton’s gain boosted by China’s 2020 suspension of Australian imports;

the U.S. share receded once Australian supply returned.
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Exhibit 10: Cotton: China’s Cotton Imports by Supplier, 2017–2025 (Bars), With U.S. Share of Chinese Cotton Im-

ports Overlaid (Line).

Note: Calendar-year import data.

Source: NDSU using S&P Global Trade Atlas data.
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Dairy: Full SPS Implementation, Contracting Market

Dairy is an example of full procedural implementation without a large commercial payoff. Phase

One dairy commitments were largely carried out on schedule: China recognized the U.S. dairy-

safety system as equivalent; USDAAgricultural Marketing Service (AMS) and FDA dropped the

third-party-auditor confirmation requirement for FDA Export Listing Module applications effective

July 1, 2020; and infant-formula registration was streamlined. A provision on Chinese acceptance of

U.S. extended-life milk as pasteurized was included, though its operational status remains unclear.

Despite those reforms, the U.S. share of Chinese dairy imports remained within a range of 8% to

15.5% over 2017–2025 (Exhibit 11).

Full SPS implementation for Dairy did not translate into a large commercial response.
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Exhibit 11: Dairy: China’s Dairy Imports by Supplier (Bars) and U.S. Share of Chinese Dairy Imports (Line).

Source: NDSU using S&P Global Trade Atlas data.

Exhibit 12 breaks down U.S. dairy exports to China by product category, showing that whey and

lactose products dominated U.S. dairy exports to China before and after the Phase One agreement.

Whey products include dairy permeate powder, one of the items that was highlighted in the dairy
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section of the Phase One agreement. The demand for whey products used in piglet feed may have

been bolstered by expansion of China’s swine industry.

Consumer dairy products and cheese remained small portions of U.S. dairy exports to China. Ex-

ports of infant formula declined to just a few million dollars annually after Phase One. A decline in

China’s birth rate by roughly half between 2017 and 2025 reduced the number of infants and chil-

dren who are key milk consumers and may have contributed to an economic crisis in China’s domes-

tic dairy industry during 2023–24.

U.S. dairy exports to China stayed concentrated in low-

value whey and lactose, not higher-value consumer products.
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Exhibit 12: U.S. Dairy Exports to China by Product Category, 2016–2025 (USD Millions).

Source: NDSU using USDA FAS GATS data.

Tree Nuts

China’s tree-nut imports expanded substantially after 2017, with total import volume rising from

about 0.6 MMT in 2017 to a peak of 1.73 MMT in 2023. U.S. tree nuts accounted for roughly 10–15%
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of China’s import volume over this period (Exhibit 13), although the U.S. share is higher when mea-

sured by value because the broader category includes both high-value U.S. nuts and lower-value

products from other suppliers.

The value of China’s tree-nut imports from the United States rose from $385 million in 2017 to a

Phase One peak of $1.08 billion in 2021, and reached $1.13 billion in 2024. Unlike bulk commodi-

ties, tree nuts were not primarily a purchase-target story. Section 301 exclusions provided some tar-

iff relief, but several tree-nut products also remained subject to the 15% first-track retaliatory duty

linked to Section 232. The continued growth in U.S. sales therefore appears to reflect a combination

of strong U.S. supply capacity, rising Chinese demand, and more limited substitution possibilities

than in markets such as soybeans, corn, or wheat.

Tree nuts were among the more durable Phase One-era gains. U.S. exports retained much of their

increase through 2022–24, suggesting that the sector benefited less from temporary quota or state-

purchase decisions and more from underlying demand and the established U.S. position in high-

value nut markets.
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U.S. tree-nut exports grew and held much of the gain

through 2022–24, even under a standing retaliatory duty.
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Exhibit 13: Tree Nuts: China’s Tree-Nut Imports by Supplier (Bars) and U.S. Share of Chinese Tree-Nut Imports

(Line).

Source: NDSU using S&P Global Trade Atlas data.

New Export Gains or Redirected Trade?

A key question is whether Phase One generated new U.S. exports or simply redirected shipments

away from other markets. To examine this, we compare the volume of U.S. exports to China with ex-

ports to all destinations excluding China in 2019 and 2021 by commodity. The accounting identity

is straightforward: the change in U.S. exports to China equals the change in total U.S. exports minus

the change in U.S. exports to the rest of the world.

In Exhibit 14, across the ten priority commodities, most Phase One growth in shipments to China

was associated with higher total U.S. exports, not just cuts to non-China markets. Relative to the
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2019 trade-war period, corn, pork, dairy, and tree nuts showed additive gains in 2021, with U.S. ex-

ports increasing to both China and the rest of the world. Beef, poultry, hay, and soybeans showed

partial redirection: shipments to China increased, while shipments elsewhere declined by less than

the China gain. Only wheat and cotton showed reductions in other markets that exceeded the China

gain, and in both cases the declines reflected broader U.S. competitive pressures rather than a sim-

ple China-driven diversion. The practical takeaway is that Phase One was not only a reshuffling of

existing U.S. exports. In most priority commodities, China gains came alongside net increases in to-

tal U.S. exports.

This is a descriptive accounting exercise, not a causal estimate. A full causal attribution would need

to separate Phase One from commodity-price movements, African Swine Fever, China–Australia

disputes, the Russia–Ukraine grain disruption, and Brazilian competitor entry.

Phase One provided significant net new exports, not just reshuffled trade.
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Exhibit 14: Did Phase One Generate New U.S. Exports, or Just Redirect Them? Change in U.S. Export Volumes

(1,000 Metric Tons), 2021 (Phase One Peak) vs 2019 (Trade-War Trough).

Source: NDSU using USDA FAS GATS data.

23



Import Rejections

Recent rejections of U.S. food products by Chinese customs authorities suggest that some tensions

over differing standards persist. An increase in Chinese customs authorities’ rejections of U.S. food

shipments since the years after Phase One stands out from rejections of food from other trading

partners that did not show a trend. China rejected less than 200 U.S. food shipments annually dur-

ing the 2018–19 trade war and the first years after the Phase One agreement (Exhibit 15). Since

then, rejections of U.S. food have risen to 222 in 2023, more than doubled to 476 in 2024, and

again more than doubled to 1,003 in 2025. Rejections of U.S. products exceeded those from all

other partners for the first time in 2024 and 2025. U.S. products accounted for 20% of China’s re-

jections of imported food in 2025.

China’s rejections of U.S. food more than doubled

to 1,003 in 2025, surpassing every other supplier.

0

250

500

750

1000

United States EU Japan Vietnam Taiwan Ecuador Brazil

S
hi

pm
en

ts
 R

ej
ec

te
d

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
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Source: Compiled by the authors from Chinese customs reports.
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Analysis of the rejected U.S. food shipments reveals the 2024 surge in rejections was due to in-

creased rejections of beer products due to labeling and packaging issues, problems that have ap-

peared consistently since 2018. The larger 2025 surge was due to increased rejections of beef prod-

ucts and chicken paws. During 2025, Chinese customs rejected beef products from 30 different

U.S. exporters, including four large multinational companies as well as regional and local suppliers.

Beef products included various cuts of frozen beef, tendons, hearts, stomachs, and other offal. Chi-

nese officials cited several hormones and ractopamine (a growth-promoting compound) for most

of the beef rejections. In Phase One China agreed to establish maximum residue limits for several

other hormones for beef (zeranol, trenbolone acetate, and melengestrol acetate), but China allows

no residue of the hormones megestrol, medroxyprogesterone, or testosterone cited in U.S. beef re-

jections during 2025. China also has zero tolerance for ractopamine residues, despite a commitment

in Phase One to conduct a risk analysis.

Rejections of beef products Number Rejections of poultry products Number

Megestrol Acetate 331 Nitrofurazone Metabolites 189

Ractopamine 20 Failed sensory inspection 166

Medroxyprogesterone Acetate 11 Labeling problem 29

Testosterone 3 Documentation problem 17

Documentation problem 34 Contamination with foreign material 4

Recalled by exporters 11 Product not granted access 3

Labeling problem 10 Product temperature 1

Exporter registration problem 7

Packaging not compliant 5

Exhibit 16: Reasons for China Customs Rejections of U.S. Beef and Poultry Shipments During 2025.

Note: Some shipments were rejected for multiple reasons. Beef includes HS codes 0201, 0202, 020629, 0504; poultry includes

HS 0207, 1602.

Source: Authors’ analysis of reports from China Customs Administration.
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China rejected U.S. poultry, mostly chicken paws and wings, from 36 U.S. companies, including the

largest producers as well as many regional and local producers and logistics companies during 2025.

The most common reason for rejecting U.S. poultry was detection of nitrofurazone metabolites, an

antibiotic banned in China which has a zero tolerance. Large numbers of poultry shipments were

also rejected after failing sensory inspections by agents.

Econometric Assessment of the Phase One Deal

The preceding sections describe the Phase One record commodity by commodity. This section com-

plements that descriptive account with an econometric assessment that estimates how far U.S. agri-

cultural exports to China departed from the level the rest of the trading system would predict during

the Phase One period, after controlling for global prices, competitor supply, tariffs, and other mar-

ket conditions. The framework is the same one applied in the May 2026 Monitor’s assessment of

China’s 2025 retaliatory tariffs and in the companion working paper (Zhuang, Arita, and Steinbach,

2026); here it is turned to the 2020–2021 agreement and its aftermath. The estimates should be

read as model-based magnitudes subject to the caveats below, not as a clean causal measurement

of the agreement.

We estimate a Poisson pseudo-maximum-likelihood (PPML) gravity model on bilateral, product-level

trade flows, in which a set of United States×China×year indicators measures the annual departure
of U.S. shipments to China from the level implied by the rest of the system, with 2017 as the base

year. Bilateral-product-month, exporter-year, importer-year, product-year, and time fixed effects

absorb worldwide, exporter-specific, and importer-specific shocks; the retaliatory tariff is included

as a separate control; and standard errors are clustered at the importer-product-month level. The

estimated departures are expressed in dollars by anchoring on each year’s realized U.S.–China trade:

the model’s “but-for” level is realized trade divided by 4� , and the bar, equal to realized trade × (1 −
4−�), measures the gap between realized trade and that counterfactual level. The positive gaps mark
years when exports ran above the counterfactual, negative gaps years when they ran below.

Two features of the design bear on interpretation. Because the United States×China×year term
absorbs every bilateral shock other than the tariff control, it captures not only Phase One itself but
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also contemporaneous forces specific to the U.S.–China market, including Brazilian and Australian

competitor entry, African Swine Fever-driven feed and pork demand, the post-Ukraine price surge,

and China’s discretionary use of waivers and registrations. The estimates therefore measure the size

of the Phase One-era deviation, net of tariffs and aggregate conditions, rather than the causal effect

of the agreement alone, and they are consistent with the descriptive framing of Exhibit 14.

Exhibit 17 summarizes the aggregate results. Each bar is the annualized gap between realized U.S.

agricultural exports to China and the model’s counterfactual, grouped by policy regime. The esti-

mates point to a positive U.S.–China bilateral deviation during and immediately after the Phase One

period. The model-implied gap is positive in each year from 2020 through 2024, rising from about

$6.7 billion (+32%) in 2020 to a peak near $12.6 billion (+49%) in 2022 before fading to roughly

$3.0 billion (+14%) by 2024. It is statistically significant from 2020 through 2024; the evidence

is therefore strongest for the early Phase One years and weakens as the lift erodes. Because the

model controls for tariffs and broad market conditions, this pattern suggests that U.S. shipments to

China exceeded what those general factors alone would predict.
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Econometric estimates find Phase One lifted exports to China by $12.6B in 2020–21 (cumu-

lative), with the estimated post-deal gains peaking in 2022 before fading in subsequent years.

−$10.6B

(−54%)

+$6.7B

(+32%)
+$5.9B

(+22%)

+$12.6B

(+49%)

+$3.8B

(+15%) +$3.0B

(+14%)

−$10B

$0B

$10B

2018/19 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

A
nn

ua
liz

ed
 tr

ad
e 

vs
 c

ou
nt

er
fa

ct
ua

l (
re

al
iz

ed
 b

as
e)

2018 Retaliation Phase One Post Phase One

Exhibit 17: Annualized Aggregate Change in U.S. Agricultural Exports to China Versus an Econometric Counterfac-

tual.

Note: Bars show the annualized gap between realized U.S. agricultural exports to China and a PPMLmodel-implied counterfac-

tual. Positive values indicate exports above the counterfactual; negative values indicate exports below it. The 2020–2024 bars

are model estimates; the 2018/19 bar is from NDSU Agricultural Trade Monitor 2026-05. Percent changes are relative to the

model-implied counterfactual. Nominal USD.

Source: Authors’ calculations and NDSU Agricultural Trade Monitor 2026-05.

Exhibit 18 shows that this aggregate lift differs across products. The clearest and most durable pos-

itive deviations appear in beef, pork, and poultry. For beef, poultry, and tree nuts, these gains are

consistent with the market-access provisions of Phase One, including SPS reforms, tariff exclusions,

and product approvals. In beef and poultry, part of the post-2020 increase also reflected the re-

opening of markets that had been largely closed before the agreement. China lifted its long-standing

BSE ban on U.S. beef in 2017 and its avian-influenza ban on U.S. poultry in late 2019, so Phase One

helped institutionalize and sustain market access rather than create it. Pork also exhibited a durable

positive deviation, although China-specific demand conditions following African swine fever played

an unusually important role during this period.

The bulk and purchase-driven commodities show less durable evidence of a Phase One-era lift.
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Corn registers a large early positive deviation, but that model-implied lift fades by 2024. Soybeans

are mixed and generally weaker after the initial Phase One period, while dairy is consistently be-

low its model-implied counterfactual. Wheat does not show a broad durable gain; its clearest post-

period signal is a 2023 shortfall, consistent with China’s large wheat-import year being supplied

mainly by competitors. Overall, the commodity evidence supports the descriptive finding that access-

related channels produced more durable bilateral gains than headline purchase volumes alone, while

reinforcing the caveat that these are bilateral deviations rather than clean causal effects of Phase

One.
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The most durable positive gains appeared in beef, pork,

and poultry, other sector increases were weaker/short-lived.
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Exhibit 18: Annualized Change in U.S. Agricultural Exports to China by Commodity, Versus an Econometric Coun-

terfactual.

Note: Bars show annualized gaps between realized U.S. agricultural exports to China and model-implied counterfactuals. Positive

values indicate exports above the counterfactual; negative values indicate exports below it. The 2020–2024 bars are PPML

model estimates. Panels share a common method but differ in vertical scale. Nominal USD.

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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Insights for the May 2026 Agreement

The Phase One record provides a useful benchmark for interpreting the May 2026 commitments.

Phase One coincided with a large, time-bound expansion in U.S. agricultural exports to China, from

the 2018–19 trade-war trough to $32.8 billion in 2021 and a $38.0 billion calendar-year peak in

2022. The conditions behind that surge, however, were unusual. China’s corn supplies were tight

as it entered Phase One, following several years of reserve drawdowns and a 40% increase in Chi-

nese corn prices during 2020. Demand for feed materials was strong as the hog sector rebuilt after

African Swine Fever, and the Ukraine grain disruption further lifted dollar values. A dollar-denominated

purchase target is easier to approach when commodity prices are rising. The 2026 setting is differ-

ent: Chinese corn stocks are not similarly drawn down, the pork sector is not in a rebuild cycle, Chi-

nese macroeconomic growth is weaker, and China’s grain imports fell abruptly ahead of the 2024

fall harvest and remained near their lowest levels in more than a decade through early 2026 as offi-

cials sought to support domestic farm incomes.

The most durable Phase One outcomes were associated with practical market-access reforms rather

than bulk-commodity purchase volumes. Beef, poultry, and tree nuts produced substantive open-

ings. FSIS recognition, HPAI regionalization, dairy and infant-formula registration simplifications,

and horticultural protocols also mattered. By contrast, the U.S. corn share rose to 70% in 2021 and

fell to under 1% by 2025 after Brazil gained access and Chinese import demand weakened. That

shift echoes earlier episodes in which U.S. corn share declined after China opened access to another

supplier, illustrating how purchase-driven gains can change when the supplier landscape shifts.

A broader implication is that some barriers Phase One appeared to ease were administratively flex-

ible rather than fully structural. Chinese authorities admitted larger corn and wheat volumes when

domestic conditions favored imports, and those gains later receded as conditions changed. Beef

plant registrations were allowed to lapse when domestic conditions favored tighter import control.

The import-rejections series shows a related pattern at the border: SPS rules can be administered in

ways that either facilitate or constrain trade.

The 2026–2028 $17 billion annual target for non-soybean U.S. agricultural products is high by his-

torical standards. U.S. agricultural exports to China excluding soybeans have exceeded $17 billion

only twice, in 2021 and 2022, during the post-Ukraine commodity-price peak. The soybean com-

mitment is different because it is set in metric tons. At 25 MMT annually, the figure announced at
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the October 2025 Busan summit, but not part of the May 2026 non-soybean package, is close to

historical average shipments and below the volumes reached in the 2020/21 and 2021/22 market

years.

The $17 billion non-soybean target has been exceeded only twice, in 2021 and 2022.
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Exhibit 19: U.S. Non-Soybean Agricultural Exports to China, 2010–2025 (USD Millions), With the Phase One Pur-

chase Target (2020–2021) and the White House-Announced May 2026 Target ($17 Billion Per Year, 2026–2028).

Note: The $17 billion target has only twice been exceeded historically (2021 and 2022). It is a White House-announced figure;

Chinese statements did not confirm it in the same terms.

Source: NDSU using USDA FAS GATS data.

The Phase One waiver structure remains relevant as an implementation precedent. Delivering $17

billion per year of non-soybean products and 25 MMT of soybeans under the current stacked tar-

iff structure could be difficult for commercial buyers unless effective duty rates remain workable.

In the absence of additional formal tariff reductions, case-by-case tariff exclusions and state-buyer

waivers would likely remain important. The distribution of those waivers across state buyers and

private commercial firms would shape which U.S. exporters benefit. The same administrative flex-

ibility that can facilitate purchases can also affect approvals, renewals, and the set of eligible firms

and contracts.
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The 25 MMT soybean target sits near the histori-

cal average, below Phase One Year 2’s 35.5 MMT.
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Exhibit 20: U.S. Soybean Exports to China, 2009/10–2024/25 (September–August Market Years, MMT), With

the Phase One Implicit Window (2019/20–2020/21) and the October 2025 Busan Commitments (12 MMT in

2025/26 and 25 MMTAnnually in 2026/27–2028/29).

Note: The 25 MMT target is roughly the historical annual average; Phase One Year 2 (2020/21) reached 35.5 MMT.

Source: NDSU using USDA FAS GATS data.

Beyond tariff treatment, delivery on the 25 MMT soybean target and the $17 billion annual non-

soybean target could also depend on several non-tariff issues, including plant-registration renewals,

SPS thresholds, certificate technicalities, and residue-limit disagreements. If these conditions align,

a meaningful recovery in U.S. exports is plausible. If they do not, the Phase One record suggests

outcomes may fall short of the headline figures.

Several indicators are useful for assessing whether the May 2026 commitments are becoming durable:

the treatment of residual retaliatory tariffs; the pattern of SPS enforcement; whether the U.S.–China

Boards of Trade and Investment become active consultative bodies; and the monthly or quarterly

cadence of Chinese soybean and non-soybean purchases. Phase One purchases were heavily back-

loaded into the final months of each year. A steadier pattern under the May 2026 commitments
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would suggest that the new arrangement is operating differently.

The Phase One record points less to a simple comparison of targets than to the conditions under

which targets become commercially durable. Phase One restored a substantial portion of U.S. agri-

cultural trade with China, created several workable market-access channels, and showed that tariff

waivers can move significant volumes even when headline tariffs remain in place. At the same time,

those gains were shaped by favorable market conditions and proved uneven in durability. The May

2026 commitments inherit this mixed but informative precedent: purchase commitments can co-

incide with substantial export gains when tariff treatment, market access, administrative approvals,

and commercial demand align, but the current setting differs from the Phase One period, with softer

Chinese grain demand, expanded Brazilian supply, and implementation channels that remain central

to whether gains persist.
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