Mercado Al

Challenges Facing Small & Medium-Sized Cattle
Ranchers — Updated to Include Trade Barriers

6. International Trade Barriers and Export Challenges

Global market access is increasingly critical for U.S. beef producers, but high foreign tariffs and trade
barriers have recently undercut export opportunities. Major importers have imposed or threatened steep
duties on American beef, directly reducing demand for U.S. cattle abroad. For instance, in the U.S.—China
trade dispute, reciprocal tariffs skyrocketed into the triple digits — tariffs on U.S. beef reached roughly
125% — making American meat prohibitively expensive in China 1. As aresult, U.S. beef exports to China
plummeted: weekly shipments collapsed from about 2,420 metric tons to just 17 metric tons after the
new tariffs were announced in spring 2025 2. Analysts warn that if such punitive tariffs persist, U.S.
beef exports to China could fall by over 77% (a loss of $1+ billion in sales), potentially dropping to zero
inthe longrun 3. Thisis alarming because China had grown into the third-largest market for U.S. beef, so
losing it would erase years of export growth 4 3 .

The tariff threats aren’t limited to China. The European Union has long restricted U.S. beef imports due
to differing standards — the EU bans hormone-treated beef and only allows a limited quota (45,000 tons
annually) of hormone-free U.S. beef at low tariff rates 2 This severely caps U.S. ranchers’ access to
European markets, unless they incur extra costs to certify cattle as hormone-free. Closer to home, North
American trade tensions have periodically flared. Under USMCA, U.S. beef enters Mexico and Canada
tariff-free, but recent disputes show how quickly that can change. In 2018, Canada imposed a 10%
retaliatory tariff on certain U.S. beef products, causing American beef exports to Canada to drop
~14% until the dispute was resolved 6. While Mexico spared U.S. beef in that episode, it hit U.S. pork with
20% duties — hammering producers with over $1 billion in losses from lower prices and sales 7 . Such
examples highlight that small and mid-sized ranchers are one trade war away from losing key buyers,
since agricultural products are often targeted in tariff retaliation 7.

Impacts on Small Ranchers — Market Access, Pricing, Profitability: When export markets shrink or close,
demand for U.S. cattle falls, and the effects ripple down to the farm. Small and medium ranchers, who
rarely export directly, still rely on strong export demand to keep domestic cattle prices up. If big
customers like China or the EU disappear, there’s more supply of beef left in the U.S., which typically drives
cattle prices lower in auctions and sales. Ranchers then receive less money per head, squeezing already-
thin margins. To illustrate, exports add significant value to U.S. cattle: in March 2025, beef exports
equated to about $466 per head of fed cattle 8 . That is revenue ultimately passed back to producers.
Losing export outlets means that hundreds of dollars of value per animal can vanish, directly eroding
ranchers’ profitability. Moreover, the mere uncertainty of tariffs (on-again/off-again trade policies) creates
price volatility in cattle markets, making it hard for small operators to plan herd expansion or manage
cash flow. They may hesitate to invest in more cattle or new equipment if a major export market could
evaporate overnight due to geopolitics. In short, international tariffs and trade barriers have become an
external yet significant challenge — limiting market access, depressing cattle pricing, and threatening the
profitability of U.S. ranchers who are increasingly tied to global demand.


https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3DAfter%20numerous%20rounds%20of%20reciprocal%2Cagricultural%20trade%20with%20China
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3DAfter%20numerous%20rounds%20of%20reciprocal%2Cagricultural%20trade%20with%20China
https://u.osu.edu/beef/2025/05/21/early-tariff-impacts-on-beef-exports/#%3A~%3Atext%3DWeekly%20fresh%20and%20frozen%20beef%2Cwhen%200%20tons%20were%20exported
https://u.osu.edu/beef/2025/05/21/early-tariff-impacts-on-beef-exports/#%3A~%3Atext%3DWeekly%20fresh%20and%20frozen%20beef%2Cwhen%200%20tons%20were%20exported
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dchanges%20in%20import%20prices%20%2Cin%202024%29.%20Challenges
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dchanges%20in%20import%20prices%20%2Cin%202024%29.%20Challenges
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dbeef%20trade%2CDue%20to%20rising%20demand%20and
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dbeef%20trade%2CDue%20to%20rising%20demand%20and
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dchanges%20in%20import%20prices%20%2Cin%202024%29.%20Challenges
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dchanges%20in%20import%20prices%20%2Cin%202024%29.%20Challenges
https://www.fb.org/market-intel/wheres-the-hormone-free-beef#%3A~%3Atext%3DThe%20U%2Cwithout%20the%20use%20of%20hormones
https://www.fb.org/market-intel/wheres-the-hormone-free-beef#%3A~%3Atext%3DThe%20U%2Cwithout%20the%20use%20of%20hormones
https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/#%3A~%3Atext%3DGlobal%20Affairs%20Canada%20posted%20a%C2%A0joint%2Ctariffs%20Canada%20imposed%20in%20retaliation
https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/#%3A~%3Atext%3DGlobal%20Affairs%20Canada%20posted%20a%C2%A0joint%2Ctariffs%20Canada%20imposed%20in%20retaliation
https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/#%3A~%3Atext%3DMexico%20is%20the%20leading%20volume%2C1%20billion%20since%20June%202018
https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/#%3A~%3Atext%3DMexico%20is%20the%20leading%20volume%2C1%20billion%20since%20June%202018
https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/#%3A~%3Atext%3DMexico%20is%20the%20leading%20volume%2C1%20billion%20since%20June%202018
https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/#%3A~%3Atext%3DMexico%20is%20the%20leading%20volume%2C1%20billion%20since%20June%202018
https://www.midwestfarmreport.com/2025/05/19/cattle-prices-higher-due-to-90-days-of-lower-tariffs/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dretaliation%20for%20the%20U%2Chead%20of%20fed%20cattle%20harvested
https://www.midwestfarmreport.com/2025/05/19/cattle-prices-higher-due-to-90-days-of-lower-tariffs/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dretaliation%20for%20the%20U%2Chead%20of%20fed%20cattle%20harvested

How Mercado Al Addresses It: By design, the Automated Rancher Exchange (Mercado Al) focuses on
improving market access and price discovery for ranchers, but primarily within domestic channels. In the
face of international trade barriers, Mercado’s virtual marketplace provides some buffer, though not a
complete solution. The platform connects sellers to a nationwide pool of buyers (and potentially even
international buyers, if permitted), which can partly compensate when local or traditional export channels
falter. For example, if a rancher in Nebraska loses a regional buyer who was exporting to China, that rancher
can still use Mercado Al to reach packers or feedlots in other states who are expanding purchases. By
aggregating more bidders beyond the local auction yard, the platform helps ensure ranchers get the
best possible price at that moment even if overall prices are lower than before. This real-time auction
model is especially useful during volatile periods — if there’'s a window where, say, tariffs temporarily drop or
overseas demand shifts to other countries, Mercado allows ranchers to quickly find buyers and sell cattle
while the opportunity lasts. lts logistics tools also let ranchers ship cattle efficiently to distant
processors, widening the geographic market they can serve. These features soften the blow of lost
exports by maximizing a rancher’s access to remaining domestic demand and minimizing transportation
costs for reaching alternate buyers. However, it must be noted that Mercado Al cannot itself create new
beef demand in place of a shuttered foreign market. If a tariff effectively closes off China or the EU, the
platform’s broader U.S. network can redistribute cattle to other buyers, but it won’t fully make up for the
volume and price lift that a robust export market provides. In essence, Mercado Al addresses the
symptoms (helping ranchers find the best outlet in a tougher market) but not the root cause of trade
barriers. Ranchers using Mercado may fare slightly better than those limited to one local buyer, but they will
still feel the industry-wide price impacts of a trade war.

Suggested Improvement: To truly help ranchers manage the effects of international trade barriers,
Mercado Al could expand and refine its platform to engage the global market and mitigate price
risks. A few potential enhancements include:

« International Buyer Integration: Mercado Al could open its marketplace to qualified foreign
buyers or export agencies looking for U.S. cattle or beef. This might mean partnering with meat
exporters or foreign importers who are willing to bid on cattle (or contract for beef) that meet their
needs. Even though small ranchers themselves don’'t export carcasses overseas, the platform could
facilitate deals where, for example, a Mexican or Canadian processor participates in the auction
for U.S. cattle if trade conditions allow. By connecting ranchers more directly with overseas demand
(through intermediaries or joint ventures), Mercado would help them capitalize on any export
opportunities despite tariffs.

Export-Eligible Certifications: Leveraging its blockchain tracking, Mercado Al can highlight and
certify cattle with attributes that overseas markets require, opening premium channels for
ranchers. For instance, the platform could allow a seller to tag their listing as “EU-certified hormone-
free” or “export-verified to China” if they’'ve met certain protocols. Mercado’s existing traceability
system creates an immutable record of an animal’s origin and treatment, which could be used
to prove compliance with foreign import standards 9 10 . As suggested in the original analysis, the
blockchain could certify that cattle were raised without hormones, grass-fed, or disease-free —
traits that earn better prices from certain buyers 1. By doing so, a group of small ranchers could
collectively sell hormone-free cattle at a premium through Mercado to a buyer supplying the EU
market, despite the EU’s general restrictions. This cooperative marketing of specialty cattle would
help work around trade barriers (within the quotas or niches that are open) and put more money in
ranchers’ pockets.
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« Market Intelligence and Risk Management: Another enhancement is adding a trade intelligence
dashboard to the Mercado Al platform. The Al could aggregate news on tariffs, trade negotiations,
and export trends, providing ranchers with alerts and forecasts. For example, if a tariff reduction is
coming for 90 days, the system might alert ranchers that export demand (and cattle prices) could
temporarily rise 12 prompting them to time their sales accordingly. Conversely, early warning of a
looming tariff hike could help ranchers avoid holding onto cattle until after prices drop. Additionally,
Mercado could integrate basic risk management tools — perhaps linking ranchers with advisors or
simplified futures contracts — so that a small producer can lock in a price for some of their cattle in
advance. Such features would be especially valuable during trade turbulence, essentially helping
insulate ranchers from the worst price swings caused by policy changes. Even simple additions like a
price outlook calculator (showing how a loss of X% in exports might affect local cattle prices) could
help producers make informed culling or marketing decisions in uncertain times.

By implementing these enhancements, the Automated Rancher Exchange would be better equipped to
support small and mid-sized ranchers through international trade upheavals. The core marketplace
would continue to ensure as much competition as possible for ranchers’ cattle, while new features would
help them adapt to global market shocks. In a world where tariffs and trade barriers can abruptly alter
the playing field, an Al-driven platform that provides broader market reach, data-driven foresight, and
verifiable product quality can become an invaluable tool — helping ranchers not only find the best buyers
at home, but also bridge the gap to overseas markets and proactively manage the risks of global trade.

13 4 High Tariffs Could Halt U.S. Beef Exports to China
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/

2 Early Tariff Impacts on Beef Exports | Ohio BEEF Cattle Letter
https://u.osu.edu/beef/2025/05/21/early-tariff-impacts-on-beef-exports/

5 Where’s the (Hormone-Free) Beef? | Market Intel | American Farm Bureau Federation

https://www.fb.org/market-intel/wheres-the-hormone-free-beef

6 7 Mexico and Canada remove retaliatory duties on US products, including beef - Texas and
Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association

https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/

8 12 Cattle Prices Higher Due To 90 Days Of Lower Tariffs - Mid-West Farm Report
https://www.midwestfarmreport.com/2025/05/19/cattle-prices-higher-due-to-90-days-of-lower-tariffs/

9 10 11 jmg1.wsimg.com
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/893b1fb8-7ec0-490f-986a-87109888e8bd/downloads/0fdfd2bd-8eb0-4277-
b9b3-9102608fa8ed/Challenges%20Facing%20Small%20US%20Cattie%20Ranches.pdf?ver=1744818969825


https://www.midwestfarmreport.com/2025/05/19/cattle-prices-higher-due-to-90-days-of-lower-tariffs/#%3A~%3Atext%3DThe%20reclosing%20of%20the%20U%2Chead%20of%20fed%20cattle%20harvested
https://www.midwestfarmreport.com/2025/05/19/cattle-prices-higher-due-to-90-days-of-lower-tariffs/#%3A~%3Atext%3DThe%20reclosing%20of%20the%20U%2Chead%20of%20fed%20cattle%20harvested
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/
https://u.osu.edu/beef/2025/05/21/early-tariff-impacts-on-beef-exports/
https://www.fb.org/market-intel/wheres-the-hormone-free-beef
https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/
https://www.midwestfarmreport.com/2025/05/19/cattle-prices-higher-due-to-90-days-of-lower-tariffs/
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/893b1fb8-7ec0-490f-986a-87109888e8bd/downloads/0fdfd2bd-8eb0-4277-b9b3-9102608fa8ed/Challenges%20Facing%20Small%20US%20Cattle%20Ranches.pdf?ver=1744818969825
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/893b1fb8-7ec0-490f-986a-87109888e8bd/downloads/0fdfd2bd-8eb0-4277-b9b3-9102608fa8ed/Challenges%20Facing%20Small%20US%20Cattle%20Ranches.pdf?ver=1744818969825
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3DAfter%20numerous%20rounds%20of%20reciprocal%2Cagricultural%20trade%20with%20China
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dchanges%20in%20import%20prices%20%2Cin%202024%29.%20Challenges
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dbeef%20trade%2CDue%20to%20rising%20demand%20and
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3DAfter%20numerous%20rounds%20of%20reciprocal%2Cagricultural%20trade%20with%20China
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dchanges%20in%20import%20prices%20%2Cin%202024%29.%20Challenges
https://southernagtoday.org/2025/04/17/high-tariffs-could-halt-u-s-beef-exports-to-china/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dbeef%20trade%2CDue%20to%20rising%20demand%20and
https://u.osu.edu/beef/2025/05/21/early-tariff-impacts-on-beef-exports/#%3A~%3Atext%3DWeekly%20fresh%20and%20frozen%20beef%2Cwhen%200%20tons%20were%20exported
https://u.osu.edu/beef/2025/05/21/early-tariff-impacts-on-beef-exports/#%3A~%3Atext%3DWeekly%20fresh%20and%20frozen%20beef%2Cwhen%200%20tons%20were%20exported
https://www.fb.org/market-intel/wheres-the-hormone-free-beef#%3A~%3Atext%3DThe%20U%2Cwithout%20the%20use%20of%20hormones
https://www.fb.org/market-intel/wheres-the-hormone-free-beef#%3A~%3Atext%3DThe%20U%2Cwithout%20the%20use%20of%20hormones
https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/#%3A~%3Atext%3DGlobal%20Affairs%20Canada%20posted%20a%C2%A0joint%2Ctariffs%20Canada%20imposed%20in%20retaliation
https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/#%3A~%3Atext%3DMexico%20is%20the%20leading%20volume%2C1%20billion%20since%20June%202018
https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/#%3A~%3Atext%3DGlobal%20Affairs%20Canada%20posted%20a%C2%A0joint%2Ctariffs%20Canada%20imposed%20in%20retaliation
https://tscra.org/mexico-and-canada-remove-retaliatory-duties-on-us-products-including-beef/#%3A~%3Atext%3DMexico%20is%20the%20leading%20volume%2C1%20billion%20since%20June%202018
https://www.midwestfarmreport.com/2025/05/19/cattle-prices-higher-due-to-90-days-of-lower-tariffs/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dretaliation%20for%20the%20U%2Chead%20of%20fed%20cattle%20harvested
https://www.midwestfarmreport.com/2025/05/19/cattle-prices-higher-due-to-90-days-of-lower-tariffs/#%3A~%3Atext%3DThe%20reclosing%20of%20the%20U%2Chead%20of%20fed%20cattle%20harvested
https://www.midwestfarmreport.com/2025/05/19/cattle-prices-higher-due-to-90-days-of-lower-tariffs/#%3A~%3Atext%3Dretaliation%20for%20the%20U%2Chead%20of%20fed%20cattle%20harvested
https://www.midwestfarmreport.com/2025/05/19/cattle-prices-higher-due-to-90-days-of-lower-tariffs/#%3A~%3Atext%3DThe%20reclosing%20of%20the%20U%2Chead%20of%20fed%20cattle%20harvested
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/893b1fb8-7ec0-490f-986a-87109888e8bd/downloads/0fdfd2bd-8eb0-4277-b9b3-9102608fa8ed/Challenges%20Facing%20Small%20US%20Cattle%20Ranches.pdf?ver=1744818969825&%3A~%3Atext=Mercado%20provides%20a%20tamper%2Ca%20transparent%20%26%20effective%20manner%2C%E2%80%9D
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/893b1fb8-7ec0-490f-986a-87109888e8bd/downloads/0fdfd2bd-8eb0-4277-b9b3-9102608fa8ed/Challenges%20Facing%20Small%20US%20Cattle%20Ranches.pdf?ver=1744818969825&%3A~%3Atext=The%20platform%20could%20also%20offer%2CBy%20extending%20the%20blockchain%20to
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/893b1fb8-7ec0-490f-986a-87109888e8bd/downloads/0fdfd2bd-8eb0-4277-b9b3-9102608fa8ed/Challenges%20Facing%20Small%20US%20Cattle%20Ranches.pdf?ver=1744818969825&%3A~%3Atext=decide%20what%20information%20is%20shared%2Cinput%20by%20the%20rancher
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/893b1fb8-7ec0-490f-986a-87109888e8bd/downloads/0fdfd2bd-8eb0-4277-b9b3-9102608fa8ed/Challenges%20Facing%20Small%20US%20Cattle%20Ranches.pdf?ver=1744818969825&%3A~%3Atext=Mercado%20provides%20a%20tamper%2Ca%20transparent%20%26%20effective%20manner%2C%E2%80%9D
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/893b1fb8-7ec0-490f-986a-87109888e8bd/downloads/0fdfd2bd-8eb0-4277-b9b3-9102608fa8ed/Challenges%20Facing%20Small%20US%20Cattle%20Ranches.pdf?ver=1744818969825&%3A~%3Atext=The%20platform%20could%20also%20offer%2CBy%20extending%20the%20blockchain%20to
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/893b1fb8-7ec0-490f-986a-87109888e8bd/downloads/0fdfd2bd-8eb0-4277-b9b3-9102608fa8ed/Challenges%20Facing%20Small%20US%20Cattle%20Ranches.pdf?ver=1744818969825&%3A~%3Atext=decide%20what%20information%20is%20shared%2Cinput%20by%20the%20rancher

