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State exporters have struggled mightily in the first months of 2025.  The value of Tennessee’s first 
quarter exports, $9.534 billion, was a decline of almost $500 million from 2024’s first quarter. This is a 
6.75 percent loss. Only nine other states saw larger percentage losses. It was one of the poorest 
quarterly performances in memory. 

 

Why? 
Unfortunately, the problem was not one industry or one market.  Many of the state’s biggest export 
sectors had a rough go.  We can start with Tennessee’s largest export – miscellaneous medical 
instruments. The losses here were severe, as exports fell from $863 million in the first three months of 
2024 to $553 million in 2025. Tennessee exports of these medical goods were down across the globe. 
Some of the larger losses were in Belgium, the Netherlands, China, and Singapore.  Computer system 
shipments also dropped substantially (although to be fair their exports were unusually high last year).  
Exports of this good were off by $159 million, a loss of a full third from last year. The manufacture of 
artificial joints (and parts) suffered an even bigger fall, losing half of the sector’s exports (to $383 
million) compared to a year earlier. Europe (in particular, the Netherlands), China, and Japan accounted 
for most of those losses.  Cotton was the final good with losses of more than $100 million for the 
quarter (falling from $356 million to $162 million). Here, at least, almost all the decline was in one 
market, China. 



 

The state’s huge automotive export sector was saved from such drastic losses because of increased 
shipments of motor vehicle parts and cars. The latter posted very some good numbers, with exports up 
almost a third (to $411). But it was a terrible quarter for SUV shipments. They were down by almost fifty 
percent (to $162). And EV shipments weren’t much better, declining from $145 million in the first 
quarter of 2024 to $101 million this past quarter. However, with automobiles the story is not entirely a 
Tennessee one.  Though one might suspect that Nissan’s troubles were at the heart of the state’s export 
losses, it in fact was not a very good quarter for American automobile exports generally.   

A few silver linings 
Fortunately, not every industry saw losses.  A number, in fact, did quite well.  The star was undoubtedly 
electric storage batteries.  Their exports boomed, from a bit over $1 million last year to $134 million. All 
of these went to Mexico. Among larger export sectors, smartphones, orthopedics, and spark plug vehicle 
engines all turned in solid numbers. A relatively new export, charcoal briquettes, also made a very good 
gain, particularly to India and Ukraine.  In fact, it is briquette exports that made Ukraine the country with 
Tennessee’s single biggest percentage export gains for the quarter.  

 

Global Declines 
Several of Tennessee’s big markets had strong quarters.  Mexico led the way in this regard.  The state’s 
shipments to Mexico surged by more than $200 million.  Half of this gain was the above-mentioned 
electric storage batteries. But items such as aluminum foil and kraft paper also gained significantly.  



Oddly, an exception to this was a very large decline in shipments of both pens and pencils to Mexico this 
past quarter. The Philippines (smartphones), Taiwan, the UK, Taiwan, and Argentina (petroleum-based 
lubricants), were other markets that performed well. 

 

But an unusually large number of major markets did not perform so well. Shipments to Canada fell by 
close to $200 million (down to $2.14 billion).  This decline involved a wide range of products. European 
markets were also generally down. The biggest losses in the EU were in the Netherlands (from $893 
million to $646 million) and Belgium ($376 million to $266 million). Medical instruments and computer 
systems were the major problems in each. Declines in auto sales caused problems in the Middle East, 
particularly Saudi Arabia. Exports to India were down by more than $50 million, with most of the loss 
coming in a decline of charcoal briquette sales, the produce that did so well elsewhere. 

Perhaps the most significant declines, though, were across the Pacific Rim. America’s trade war with 
China seems to be finally eating into the state’s export numbers.  Tennessee shipments to China were 
down by more than a third (to $646 million).  The largest single factor was that fall in cotton exports, but 
there were also substantial losses in chemical, industrial, and medical shipments. Japan and South Korea 
however, the other two big markets in this part of the world, also fared pretty poorly.  The loss in 
exports to Japan approached $100 million, while exports to Korea dropped twenty percent (to $114 
million).  

The only global region where exports remained steady was Latin America.  Shipments to South America 
barely moved, growing from $702 million in the first quarter of 2024 to $704 million this past quarter. 
That hid, however, some big shifts on the continent, as both Chile and Argentina purchased much more 
from Tennessee exporters while Colombia purchased much less. 



 

Tariffs? 
The obvious question is the extent to which the quarter’s export numbers were influenced by the new 
Trump tariff policies. At this point it is way too early to know.  The state is heavily invested in industries 
that are very exposed to tariffs and trade wars, notably automotive products and whiskey. Tennessee’s 
chemical and medical goods industries could be added to that.  Supply chain operations and strategic 
purchasing decisions ahead of the expected tariffs likely had and will have repercussions on exports and 
imports, though we really don’t have much experience in what to expect. As of this writing, even more 
sizable tariffs have been announced. How and when these will show up in the export numbers, let alone 
in the Tennessee economy, are the huge unknowns. It will no doubt take a number of quarters before 
we can see their full impact. 
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