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Tennessee exported a little over $9.4 billion in goods during the first quarter of
2026. This was a 1.6 percent decline from the first quarter of 2025. Total American
exports, on the other hand, grew by some 15 percent. So it was not the best of quarters
for state exporters. Tennessee in fact ranked a lowly 33rd among all American states in
its export performance.

Tennessee Monthly Exports (in real 2020$)
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What Happened?
What accounted for the relatively poor quarter? Several commodities suffered serious
losses, notably cotton (from $186 million to $90 million), computers ($442 million
to $256 million), and synthetic polymers (polyester, cellulose acetate and cellulose
acetate filament exports combined were $105 million lower than a year ago). But the
big problem was once again the automotive sector. SUV exports fell by more than $100
million ($149 million to $36 million), car exports fell by $180 million (down to $244
million), and EV exports dropped from $101 million to $26 million. These losses were
formidable. Long-time Tennessee export watchers must be shocked at the steepness of
decline in the state’s auto industry over these past several years.

Top Tennnessee Exported Goods

Lost in the Headlines
The headline quarterly decline in exports does, however, disguise a number of indus-
tries that had great quarters. The state’s largest export sector, medical instruments,
returned to form after a tough 2025 first quarter. Foreign shipments of these goods
climbed by more than $200 million (to $760 million). Commercial aircraft shipments
also soared (pun intended?), from $229 million to $518 million. This industry is prone
to big swings, however, so we should be cautious about seeing in this a trend. What we
should be declaring as trends are the big export gains in smartphones and in the ship-
ment of waste and scrap. Smartphone shipments continued their strong performance of
recent quarters, rising by 70 percent (to $681 million). By now these are being shipped
from Tennessee to every continent. Waste and scrap exports grew by an even bigger
170 percent (to $295 million), mostly to several European countries. We have previ-
ously discussed this oddly named commodity. It includes materials used for catalytic
converters, which account for the big dollars.

Two other export sectors had dynamic quarters as well. The computer storage
sector (flash drives as well as older drives such as CD drives) grew from $13 million
to $121 million in the first quarter. The export of equipment that connects phones and
networks (routers, modems, etc.) grew by over $200 million, more than six times the
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value of the shipments of these products in the first quarter of 2025. These are two state
export industries to keep an eye on.

Largest Changes in Exports (by %)

A Tough Quarter for the USMCA
Given the centrality of the auto industry to North American exports, it likely does not
surprise that it was tough quarter for state exports to both Canada and Mexico. Exports
to Mexico fell by over $300 million for the quarter, a loss of close to 20 percent.
There were losses across the automotive sector, even in such minor exports as car
radios. Export gains were limited to a handful of commodities, including aluminum
foil, bicycle lighting, and felt pens and markers. Shipments to Canada fell by closer
to $400 million, producing a very similar percentage loss to that of Mexico’s. It’s
primarily the same story, with large declines across the automotive sector. The only
strong performer up north was a $70 million gain in the communication equipment
mentioned above.
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Tennessee Exports by Global Region

Ten Largest Markets

. . . But Better Elsewhere
Once outside of North America, Tennessee’s export numbers were relatively good. Ex-
ports to the rest of the Americas were strong, rising from $702 million to $999 million.
The star countries were Brazil, where exports nearly doubled (from $193 million to
$383 million), and Peru, where exports did double ($47 million to 95 million). The lat-
ter was driven by smartphones, while civilian aircraft exports accounted for the lion’s
share of the Brazilian growth. Shipments to the Eurozone were up ten percent, to $1.7
billion, with Germany, France, and Ireland leading the way. Exports of gold and silver
items led to a big increase of exports to Switzerland. The only big exception to the
good numbers coming out of Europe was in the U.K., where Tennessee exports fell by
more than 20 percent (to $168 million).

Exports to Southeast Asia were up by 16 percent (to $643 million), thanks in large
part to increases in smartphone shipments to the Philippines and aircraft and medical
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instruments to Singapore. In East Asia, South Korea was the main reason for the big in-
crease in the state’s exports of communication storage devices. A massive $46 million
shipment of these devices this February powered an overall seventy percent increase in
Tennessee quarterly exports to Korea. Tennessee shipments to East Asia were up 11
percent. Exports to Japan increased 8 percent, while those to Hong Kong surged by 30
percent (to $444 million). The latter was also largely due to smartphones. The region’s
largest market, China, was a mixed bag. Overall exports barely moved ($647 million
in the first quarter of 2025 to $638 million this past quarter). But this hides a very large
increase in both medical instrument exports and lithium-ion battery shipments. The
losses were spread across many products. The only region of Asia where Tennessee
exports did not fare well was the Middle East. The war with Iran must explain much of
this, although motor vehicles constitute the largest Tennessee export to the gulf states,
and, as we have seen, it was a very poor quarter for that industry.

Largest Market Changes (by %)

Going Forward
It is easy to see what might be the big trends emerging in Tennessee exports. On the
plus side, substantial increases in hi-tech exports such as smartphones and commu-
nication equipment (including storage devices) and the continuing strong growth of
the medical sector. Balanced against this is a serious decline in automobile shipments
(though many motor vehicle parts have held up better than automobiles themselves).
So far, these trends have combined to essentially cancel each other out. We will see
how either half of this balance progresses as we go forward in 2026.
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