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Agricultural exports and imports are a significant element of the U.S. agricultural economy.  Agricultural exports have experienced significant shifts in recent years both in composition – away from bulk products toward higher-valued products – and in destination – away from Europe and Japan, and toward NAFTA partners and developing Asian countries.  Meat exports have fared better than most crop exports, as world market share for beef, poultry, and pork exports rose sharply through the 1980s and 1990s.  But animal diseases have complicated exports considerably in recent years.

U.S. agricultural imports have been growing rapidly in response to higher incomes and improved availability of perishable products and high-valued processed foods and beverages.  The U.S. has reacted to rising imports through various trade policy measures – Trade Adjustment Assistance for Farmers, country-of-origin labeling, and use of trade remedy laws (countervailing duties, antidumping, and safeguards).
There are positive export opportunities in rapidly growing developing countries, like China, the South East Asian countries, and India.  But U.S. exports will continue to face tough competition in world markets from South American soybeans and meats, Southern Hemisphere and Black Sea wheat, and South East Asian vegetable oils and rice.  The traditional agricultural trade surplus has been narrowing and could become a trade deficit in the near future.  
Agricultural trade prospects are closely aligned with an influenced by domestic policies.  The unusual conditions affecting world cotton markets in the late 1990s and early 2000s, where U.S. exports soared and world prices collapsed, prompted Brazil to challenge U.S. cotton programs in the WTO.  The outcome of the WTO dispute settlement panel, along with a possible WTO agreement that would necessitate changes in farm and trade programs, and rising budget deficits, suggests the next farm bill will have to tackle a variety of trade and domestic policy issues.

