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Prior to his inauguration, US President Trump 
announced intentions to impose major tariffs on 
Canadian exports to the US.  By the time this       

article is published, President Trump may have removed 
some or all of these tariffs in return for border and       
immigration agreements, or perhaps not. 

The threatened 25% tariff on Canadian exports to the US 
would cause major disruptions to the Canadian economy, 
including the food industry.  At stake is the huge size of      
the agri‐food sector on both sides of the border.  In 2023 
Canada exported $40.6 billion of agricultural and food 
products to the US.  In turn, the US exported $32 billion of 
these products to Canada.   

A US imposed tariff and possibly a retaliatory tariff             
by Canada would cause major economic harm and disrup‐
tions for producers, processors, importers and exporters, 
distributors/retailers and consumers in both countries.  
Higher food prices would be the outcome for consumers          
in Canada and the US. further fueling inflation.  

Commentary

By Douglas Hart

High US Tariffs on  
Canadian Food Exports? 
This Should Be Your  
Call to Get Serious 
About Exporting 

photo courtesy shutterstock.com



Those with a historical economic perspective know that 
tariffs seldom have positive outcomes for trading countries.  
To counter the prospects of tariffs, free trade agreements 
were designed to provide trade stability and reciprocal 
access to country markets enhancing competitiveness and 
improving access to new international customers    The current 
USMCA (United States, Mexico and Canada) was signed in 
2020 with a review scheduled for July 2026.  This term was 
designed to provide trade peace for the signing countries, a 
provision the US president decided to ignore.  

Whether the US actually imposes high tariffs on Canadian 
exports or not, those in the Canadian food industry should 

take this threat as a wake‐up call to get serious about 
exporting.  For many Canadian food companies sales to US 
customers is essential to their survival.  It is not uncommon 
for Canadian food companies to generate 30% or more         
of their total sales from the US.  The possibility that          
these sales could be lost or drastically reduced due to an 
imposition of a 25% price hike for their US customers as a 
result of a US tariff should make food companies think hard 
about how to protect their viability. 

Canadian food companies should get serious about 
growing and diversifying the export side of their business 

The possibility of finding yourself uncompetitive in the 
US market as a result of high tariffs should sharpen your 
commitment to diversifying your export sales.  In working 
with food companies, we help determine what they must 
do to become more successful exporters. Essential ele‐
ments of this work include developing an export business 
strategy and an export marketing plan.   

Building export sales takes planning, time and commit‐
ment.  Before developing your export strategy and export 
marketing plan, considerable work is needed to help you 
understand what your company needs to do to succeed.  

 
Regardless of the status of US tariffs applied to Canadian 

food exports, Canadian food companies should take a fresh 
look at the significant benefits of selling to export markets.  
Canadian food products are seen as high quality in the eyes 
of foreign buyers and the bright 
side of a lower Canadian dollar     
is that Canadian food products 
have cost advantages for foreign 
customers.  WFP 
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Associates Management Consultants 
Ltd., a firm that has been providing 
business development services to 
the food and agriculture industry 
across Canada for over 30 years.  
Hart & Associates provides clients 
with business plans, marketing and strategic plans, feasibility  
studies, export marketing and market research to help companies 
improve their sales, profit and organizational performance.
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STEPS REQUIRED TO IMPROVE  
YOUR EXPORTING SUCCESS  

 
You need to understand the product and service needs of each 
country market (at the market segment and end‐consumer level) 
This may include further expanding your sales presence and 
searching out new customers in the US as well as foreign markets.  
 
Understand your competition in these country markets (their 
products, why they are successful, their weaknesses) 
These steps will require you to conduct market research at a high 
level but also at the customer level to help you understand how 
well your products fit customers and consumer needs.  
 
Decide on whether to diversify your exporting efforts  
beyond the US 
Understand and define your export markets (US, foreign  
markets such as Asia, Europe, Middle East etc.)  
 
•  You should understand which markets hold the most opportunity 
    for you and whether you have the “right” products for specific 
    export markets.  This may include evaluating new markets  
    segments for you (food service, institutional)   
 
•  Different and unique products will attract the attention of 
    buyers and allow you to compete on more than just price  
 
Evaluate how to best sell to these export markets (direct, 
selecting distributors, sales partners)  
Based on a solid understanding of your export opportunities and 
requirements, you will be able to develop effective and actionable 
plans 
 
A. Set export objectives and goals (sales and profit goals,  

marketing and operational objectives)  
 
B. Develop an export strategy and an export marketing plan that 

includes timelines and budgets to support initiatives (trade 
shows, management and sales responsibilities) 

 
These steps would include the need for new product development 
as well as changes to production, packaging and shipment practices. 
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