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Exports and the Impact of the U.S. Dollar Value on Beef Trade 

 

The latest Livestock and Meat Monthly Trade data from the Economic Research Service 

(ERS) was released on October 7th and included the month of August 2019 as the most recent 

data available. The purpose of this article is not just to discuss the export data from this report, 

but also to discuss an important but complex factor that impacts trade: the value of the U.S. 

dollar. 

 

To the ERS report first, beef exports were lower in August 2019 as compared to July 2019 

and also to August 2018. For January-August, beef exports were 3.8 percent lower than in the 

same period of 2018. Exports to Japan, the top U.S. beef export destination, were down 8.6 

percent during this time period. Exports to South Korea were up 8 percent. Together, these 

two countries accounted for 50.5 percent of U.S. beef exports during data available for 2019. 

The October USDA World Agricultural Supply and Demand Estimates (WASDE) report 

lowered the 2019 projection for beef exports to 3.126 billion pounds which would be about a 

1 percent decline compared to 2018.   

 

Now let’s shift focus to the value of the U.S. dollar. For many of us, we might first think 

about inflation or the thought that “a dollar isn’t worth what it used to be.” This is, of course, 

true but is not exactly the type of value to consider when viewing things in the context of 

trade with other countries. More specifically, we are considering exchange rates or the value 

of the U.S. dollar in another country. When customers in other countries want to purchase 

U.S. beef, an exchange of their currency with U.S. dollars must occur at some point. The 

value of the U.S. dollar vs. the foreign currency is the exchange rate and fluctuations in this 

rate can make beef more (or less) expensive to the importer. Exchange rates fluctuate 

frequently between foreign currencies and are actively traded in foreign exchange (or Forex) 

markets.  

 

Let’s consider a simplified U.S. beef exported to Japan example for illustration. Let’s assume 

the exchange rate for one U.S. dollar is 100 Japanese yen. Also, assume that a customer in 

Japan wants to import 1,000 pounds of U.S. beef and the price of that beef is 5 U.S. dollars 

(USD) per pound. At the current exchange rate, the customer in Japan would pay 500,000 yen 

for this transaction (1,000 lbs. x 5 USD x 100 yen). Now assume that a month later, the 

exchange rate for one U.S. dollar is 102 Japanese yen. This would be considered a stronger 

U.S. dollar relative to the yen because it costs more yen to buy the same dollar. Even if the 

price of beef in U.S. dollars is still 5 USD per pound, the customer in Japan would now pay 

510,000 yen for this transaction (1,000 lbs. x 5 USD x 102 yen).  
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Thus, the example of a 2 percent increase in the exchange rate (from 100 to 102) led to a 2 

percent increase in the cost to the customer in Japan. This is why a strong U.S. dollar can 

sometimes be described as a headwind to U.S. beef exports. The flip side is that a stronger 

dollar makes goods imported into the U.S. relatively cheaper. 

 

Foreign exchange markets and their impact on trade are very complex, to say the least. The 

above example does not consider that the exchange rates between other beef exporting 

countries (e.g. Australia) and key beef importers (e.g. Japan) are also constantly changing. 

Fluctuating exchange rates could make it cheaper for the customer in Japan to import U.S. 

beef one month and Australian beef the next month even if the price of beef in those countries 

doesn’t change. We know that prices change frequently within countries, countries face 

different tariff structures, and exchange rates are constantly changing – and this doesn’t even 

consider the cost of transporting the beef. Put simply, there are a lot of moving parts.  

 

The U.S. dollar is relatively strong right now and this is likely one of the contributing factors 

to the slightly lower exports shown in the ERS report. Compared to the Australian dollar, the 

U.S. dollar averaged about 8% stronger during January-September 2019 than during the same 

period of 2018. It was also stronger than 2018 levels for comparisons against the Canadian 

dollar, the Euro, and the Mexican peso. Contrary to the example used above, the U.S. dollar 

has been about the same or slightly weaker relative to the Japanese yen compared to a year 

ago which would imply that U.S. beef is slightly cheaper to customers in Japan if everything 

else remained constant. But everything has not remained constant and the exchange rates 

between Japan and other beef exporting countries have also changed. While exchange rates 

are just one factor in the beef trade complex, they can have important implications on the flow 

of beef around the world. 
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  Week of Week of Week of 

Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News  10/18/19 10/11/19 10/19/18 

5-Area Fed 

Steer 

all grades, live weight, $/cwt $109.73  $109.21  $110.05  

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt $174.31  $171.77  $173.84  

Boxed Beef 
Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt $217.93  $214.12  $205.74  

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt $26.37  $27.23  $13.30  

700-800 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $149.87  $149.49  $155.86  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $152.17  $151.44  $161.76  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $150.34  $148.14  $156.91  

500-600 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt -- -- $172.58  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $160.75  $161.83  $179.96  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $151.69  $150.22  $162.97  

Feed Grains 
Corn, Omaha, NE, $/bu (Thursday) $3.92  $3.68  $3.31  

DDGS, Nebraska, $/ton $153.00  $147.00  $141.50  

 

 


