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Ag interests hail USMCA deal
Far m leaders this week almost universally endorsed 
the U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement on trade announced 
by President Trump and House Speaker Nancy Pelosi as a 
successor to the North American Free Trade Agreement.

The USMCA does contain agriculture improvements, 
but statements calling for quick approval of the agreement 
reflect the impact that NAFTA had on U.S. farm exports—
and the damage that would have been done if Trump fol-
lowed through on his threat to leave NAFTA.

NAFTA allows almost all U.S. farm products to enter 
Mexico and Canada duty free. U.S. food and agricultural 
exports have quadrupled, from $9 billion in 1993 to near-
ly $40 billion in 2018. That supports more than 325,000 
American jobs, according to sta-
tistics released by the Internation-
al Dairy Foods Association.

The biggest beneficiary should 
be the U.S. dairy industry. The 
agreement eliminates a Canadi-
an milk-pricing program the U.S. 
said kept out its products, increas-
es market access to Canada, and 
strengthens provisions to pro-
tect common cheese names from 
European efforts to require cer-
tain cheeses come from the plac-
es where they originated. That 
should increase sales to Canada, 
but IDFA President and CEO Mi-
chael Dykes noted that U.S. dairy 
exports to Mexico and Canada totaled more than $2.1 bil-
lion in 2018, or about 40 percent of U.S. dairy exports.

The U.S. wheat industry also wins because Canada 
agreed not to grade U.S. wheat less favorably than its own. 
Doug Goyings, who chairs the marketing group U.S. Wheat 
Associates, noted that Mexico is already U.S. wheat’s larg-
est international customer, but the agreement will end 
“uncertainty” about the North American relationship that 
might have led Mexico to source wheat elsewhere.

Other improvements include higher levels of regulatory 
coherence and border inspections, and requirements that 
animal- and plant-health standards known as sanitary and 
phytosanitary regulations be grounded in science, which 
are important to the produce industry. Western Growers 
President and CEO Tom Nassif noted that “for the fruit, 
vegetable, and tree-nut industry, this deal ensures contin-
ued access to our top two export markets while making 
much needed sanitary-phytosanitary updates that will im-
prove our defenses against devastating pests and diseases.”

And while much attention has been given to the USMCA’s 
attempt to create fairness for U.S. manufacturing workers, 
Nassif added that the agreement’s labor reforms will re-
quire Mexico “to substantially improve its wages and labor 

standards, which will improve the competitiveness of our 
domestic growers in an increasingly global marketplace.”

For agribusiness, the biggest win comes in the deal’s 
biotechnology provisions. As Agriculture Secretary Sonny 
Perdue noted, “For the first time, the agreement specifi-
cally addresses agricultural biotechnology—including new 
technologies such as gene editing—to support innovation 
and reduce trade-distorting policies.”

Distilled spirits also won with Mexico’s agreement to pro-
vide distinctive product recognition for American rye whis-
key and preserve it for bourbon and Tennessee whiskey.

Chris Swonger, president and CEO of the Distilled Spir-
its Council of the United States, said the “USMCA reaffirms 

tariff-free trade with two of our 
largest and most important export 
markets. Since tariffs were elimi-
nated under NAFTA in 1995, U.S. 
spirits exports to Canada grew by 
nearly 1,700 percent and to Mexico 
by approximately 1,500 percent.”

Corn, soybean, ethanol, meat, 
and pet-food experts also cited in-
creased exports under NAFTA as 
they hailed the new agreement. 
Corn Refiners Association Presi-
dent and CEO John Bode said, 
“With Mexico and Canada repre-
senting the two largest markets 
for refined corn products totaling 
more than $900 million in yearly 

exports, we urge Congress to swiftly pass this deal.”
The American Soybean Association pointed out that un-

der NAFTA, “U.S. soybean sales to Mexico quadrupled and 
to Canada doubled.” Growth Energy CEO Emily Skor said, 
“Canada is the U.S.’s second largest ethanol export market, 
accepting 347 million gallons in 2018, while Mexico is the 
U.S.’s largest dried distillers grains (DDGs) export destina-
tion, with over 2 million metric tons shipped in 2018.”

North American Meat Institute President and CEO Julie 
Anna Potts said, “Canada and Mexico imported nearly 30 
percent of total U.S. beef exports and 40 percent of all U.S. 
pork exports in 2017.” And Pet Food Institute President and 
CEO Dana Brooks said, “Thanks to NAFTA’s success, U.S. 
dog- and cat-food exports to Canada and Mexico totaled 
approximately $740 million in 2018, representing well over 
one-half of all U.S. pet food exports.”

Trump called NAFTA the worst trade agreement negoti-
ated. That may be true for manufacturing workers, but for ag-
riculture it has been an extraordinary base for the USMCA. Q

Distilled spirits won out in the trade agreement.
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