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U.S. food exporters are balking at a request from China to assure their products are free from
the novel coronavirus after the Asian nation suspended chicken imports from an Alabama plant
and asked some foreign trading partners to pledge their products are safe.

China on Sunday halted imports from a Tyson chicken processing plant after an outbreak of the
coronavirus at the facility, and has taken similar action with pork processors in Germany and
the U.K., as well as a Brazilian beef company.
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China’s General Administration of Customs has asked some exporters to sign a form
guaranteeing their products are not contaminated, but many U.S. producers are hesitant to sign
on to new safety protocols when they say it is highly unlikely their food can carry the virus.

“The recent move by Chinese authorities to require a statement of undertaking for food
importers is not based on any legitimate food safety concern,” said Dave Puglia, CEO of Western
Growers, a group for food producers in four states. “Indeed, the very food safety guidance
referenced in the required statement — issued by the United Nations and World Health
Organization — affirms that there is ‘no evidence to date’ of COVID-19 being transmitted
through food or food packaging.”

Chinese authorities inspected more than 32,000 samples of food and agricultural imports
between June 11 and June 17, but did not find any cases of coronavirus contamination, the
customs authority said in a statement.

Instead of signing the Chinese government’s form, some U.S. exporters are sending their own
“commitment statements” along with their cargo, saying it is coronavirus-free. The Agriculture
Transportation Coalition, which represents U.S. food exporters, offered three alternative
statements on its website Friday.

“While China Customs has not confirmed that these statements are acceptable substitutes for
the official form, we are hearing that exporters sending these statements have not encountered
any issues so far with their customers clearing cargo in China,” the group said in an email to
members.

Some U.S. agricultural interests, like U.S. soybean growers, are still waiting for clarity on
whether China’s new import restrictions apply only to consumer food products, or if broader
farm products are also covered. Feed grain exporters said they have not been impacted by the
new Chinese rules, and soybean growers say they are waiting for clarity on whether the rules
“apply to soybeans as compared to direct consumables.”
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A slowdown in U.S. food exports could hurt farmers already reeling from the coronavirus
pandemic and years of trade disputes with China and other nations. In 2019, the U.S. exported
about $14 billion worth of farm products to China. The USTR did not respond to a request for
comment.
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