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Wisconsin’s Shifting Import Economy  
 

 
isconsin residents purchased $38.9 billion of 
imported goods in 2024, equivalent to about 

8.6% of the state’s total GDP. Since 2016, the inflation-
adjusted value of the state’s imports has grown 32.4%. 

These imports consist of a variety of goods, from t-shirts 
and furniture to industrial machinery and medical 
instruments. Wisconsinites import goods from dozens of 
countries, but China, Canada, and Mexico are the 
state’s biggest trade partners. Figure 1 shows the top 
35 countries of origin for state imports. 

With higher U.S. tariffs now imposed on all of the state’s 
major trade partners, and the end of the Trump 
administration’s 90-day pause on reciprocal tariffs 
looming, now is a critical time to review the state’s 
import activities. This brief complements our earlier 
report on Wisconsin’s exports by examining the state’s 
import trends and exploring what types of goods flow 
into the state from international markets and from 
where.  

To do so, we use imports data from the International 
Trade Administration within the U.S. Department of 
Commerce. In these data, imports consist only of the 
physical merchandise sold across international borders, 
so products like agricultural commodities, 
manufactured goods, and raw materials are included, 
while the value of services purchased by consumers 
and businesses in the state are excluded. 

The International Trade Administration uses reports 
submitted by importers when products are shipped into 
the country to determine their value and final 
destination. Determining where imports come from can 
be difficult given the global nature of manufacturing. 
Generally, the U.S. Customs and Border Protection 
considers a product to be from a country if it is either 
completely grown or manufactured in that country, or if 
the product has been transformed substantially there 
through the manufacturing process. For this report, we 
use the U.S. Custom’s determinations on product 
origins. 

W 

Wisconsin consumers and businesses purchased $38.9 billion worth of imported goods in 2024, with 
machinery, pharmaceuticals, and vehicles among the top imports by value. Recent increases to U.S. tariffs seek 
to boost domestic manufacturing, but their cost and retaliation by major trading partners raise concerns about 

potential inflation, decreases in product availability, and unintended impacts to state manufacturers. 

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/WINGSP
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/04/modifying-reciprocal-tariff-rates-to-reflect-trading-partner-retaliation-and-alignment/
https://wispolicyforum.org/research/turbulence-for-wisconsins-export-economy/
https://www.trade.gov/trade-data-analysis
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/RL34524#:%7E:text=No%20specific%20U.S.%20trade%20law,relies%20on%20a%20body%20of
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In this report, we use the Consumer Price Index to 
adjust previous year values for inflation. Readers should 
be aware that adjusting these values by an inflation 
index specifically designed to account for changes in 
international trade would make the 2022 import peak 
appear sharper. 

state Imports Trail 2022 Peak 

The inflation-adjusted value of Wisconsin’s imports 
peaked in 2022 at $43.9 billion and has fallen by 
11.5% since (see Figure 2). State imports were 
relatively flat between 2012 and 2016, jumped in 2018 
as the economy finally fully recovered from the Great 
Recession, then fell again in 2019. International trade 
dropped precipitously in 2020 in the face of the COVID-
19 pandemic, but bounced back rapidly over the next 
two years as pent-up consumer demand and high 
inflation resulted in rapidly climbing import values. State 
imports had dropped closer to 2018 levels as of 2024.  

Our previous research on exports found that, between 
2012 and 2016, Wisconsin exported about $30 billion 
in goods each year, approximately equal to the state’s 
imports in those years. By 2024, the state’s export 
value had fallen to $27.5 billion, while imports grew to 
$38.9 billion. In other words, the value of state imports 
topped exports by $11.4 billion. Once again, it is worth 
noting that this imbalance in the value of exported and 
imported goods does not account for the value of 
services being bought and sold by Wisconsin residents 
and businesses.  

The reasons for, and impact of, global trade imbalances 
like this are complex. The contributing factors range 
from the industrial bases and natural resources of 
various countries to their currency values, savings rates, 
and investment needs. A trade imbalance is not 
necessarily good or bad, just as borrowing is not 
necessarily good or bad. Ultimately, it depends on the 
larger circumstances.   

What Do we Import? 

Industrial and electrical machinery dominate Wisconsin 
imports, together accounting for one-third of the state’s 
total. Machinery tends to dominate both Wisconsin 
imports and exports when using value as the 
measurement, in part because these products are 
costly and often represent long-term capital 
investments. For example, a combine harvester 
(classified as industrial machinery) used for row 

cropping may cost nearly $1 million. Figure 3 shows the 
value of the state’s top 10 import categories in 2024.  

It’s worth mentioning that Wisconsin businesses also 
import raw materials valued in the billions. These 
materials are vital to the state’s industrial economy, 
even if they don’t show up on the list of its most 
valuable import products.  

Most state imports of industrial machinery are 
purchased by businesses that use the equipment for a 
wide range of activities including food processing, 

https://www.bls.gov/cpi/
https://data.bls.gov/dataViewer/view/timeseries/EIUIR
https://data.bls.gov/dataViewer/view/timeseries/EIUIR
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/us-trade-deficit-how-much-does-it-matter
https://www.fastline.com/farm-equipment/listing-detail/2024-john-deere-x9-1100-tractor-central-llc-chippewa-falls-wisconsin/c0a3d200-0d60-4e0a-bc9b-917501551ec9
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/IMPNONWI
https://www.census.gov/naics/?input=333&year=2022&details=333
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agriculture, construction, and manufacturing. Goods 
produced with this machinery are then sold through 
both domestic and international markets.  

Electrical machinery, the state’s second largest import 
category, also covers a wide range of goods and 
products. Some are intended for household use, such 
as light bulbs, blenders, and stoves, while others are 
used in industrial or business settings to produce goods 
for domestic sale or export.  

It is noteworthy that industrial and electrical machinery 
are also the state’s two largest export categories. This 
suggests that Wisconsin’s businesses are purchasing 
equipment vital to their operations and then using that 
machinery to build other valuable products for sale to 
customers both domestically and around the world. This 
shows the vital connection between the state’s import 
and export activities. 

Wisconsin’s health care industry also relies on imports, 
as the state purchased a combined $7.1 billion worth of 
international goods in 2024 in two related categories: 
pharmaceutical products, and medical and scientific 
instruments. Pharmaceutical products, including both 
prescription and non-prescription drugs, were third in 
the state’s import rankings, at $4.7 billion. Medical and 
scientific instruments ranked fifth, with imports valued 
at $2.4 billion. These instruments are used in health 
care provision, medical and other scientific research, 
and manufacturing of products like pharmaceuticals 
and other high-tech goods. This makes them vital to 
ensuring Wisconsin residents have access to medical 
care and important for manufacturing items like 
medical devices, machinery, and other products. 

In 2024, state consumers purchased billions of dollars’ 
worth of vehicles and parts ($3.1 billion), plastic 
products ($1.6 billion), household items like furniture 
and bedding ($0.9 billion) and knit clothing ($0.8 
billion). These imports can help to decrease the cost of 
goods sold in the state and increase their variety.  

Imports from China Fall, Mexican 
Imports Climb  

Wisconsin’s top import sources have been relatively 
stable since 2018, though imports from certain trade 
partners have shifted considerably. For example, the 
inflation-adjusted value of state imports from China 
have fallen by 37.3%, from $10.2 billion in 2018 to 
$6.4 billion in 2024.  

Wisconsin businesses and consumers purchase a 
diverse range of goods from China, with heavy 
machinery ($1.4 billion), electric appliances ($1.0 
billion), and electronic devices ($0.9 billion) leading the 
way.  

The dramatic drop in imports from China is likely tied in 
part to U.S. tariffs imposed in 2018 on some items from 
that country as well as to the larger shift in 
policymakers’ views toward these imports. The tariffs 
and shifting climate likely resulted in Chinese 
companies shifting the origin of some goods sold to the 
United States from China to other southeast Asian 
countries, like Vietnam, in an effort to avoid those 
additional costs. This partially explains the drop in 
Chinese goods, and contributed to the more than 
doubling of imports from Vietnam, from $1.2 billion in 
2018 to $2.7 billion in 2024.  

Canada ranks as the state’s second largest source of 
imported goods at $6.3 billion. Wisconsin imports a 
wide variety of goods from Canada, including paper 
($856.9 million), chemicals ($559.4 million), and 
processed foods ($563.6 million). The value of state 
imports from Canada has remained relatively consistent 
since 2018. 

Imports from Mexico have grown dramatically, from 
$3.5 billion in 2018 to $5.9 billion in 2024 (68.6%). 
Vehicles and vehicle parts are by far the largest 
category of state imports from Mexico, with those goods 

https://www.bls.gov/iag/tgs/iag335.htm
https://www.census.gov/naics/?input=325&year=2022&details=3254
https://www.census.gov/naics/?input=339&year=2022&details=3391
https://www.census.gov/naics/?input=339&year=2022&details=3391
https://www.piie.com/research/piie-charts/2019/us-china-trade-war-tariffs-date-chart
https://www.aseanexchanges.org/content/the-shift-of-supply-chains-from-china-to-southeast-asia/
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3305089/vietnam-helped-chinas-firms-avoid-us-tariffs-trump-just-put-end
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valued at $2.1 billion in 2024, or 35.6% of imports from 
that country. Imports in that category have more than 
tripled in value from $582.2 million in 2018. Like 
Vietnam, a portion of the increase can be attributed to 
the shift of final assembly for some goods previously 
manufactured in China to Mexico to avoid tariffs. 

If taken together, the 27 countries that form the 
European Union would be Wisconsin’s top source of 
imports, shipping goods valued at $10.2 billion into the 
state in 2024. Somewhat surprisingly, Ireland ($3.4 
billion) was the state’s largest European trading partner 
last year and its fourth largest trading partner overall.  

Massive growth in Irish pharmaceutical production, 
almost exclusively vaccines, has pushed that country 
near the top of the list. Wisconsin’s 2024 imports from 
Ireland were an astonishing 49 times higher than the 
$68 million in goods imported from that country in 
2014, when it was not even among the state’s top 35 
trading partners. Ireland became a major source for the 
state in 2015, when major investments in Ireland, 
combined with technological breakthroughs, caused a 
boom in the vaccine industry.  

Continued Tariff Uncertainty 

Over the past two months, the Trump administration 
has imposed 10% tariffs on goods from around the 
world, with additional taxes on cars, steel, and some 
agricultural products, and exemptions on certain items 
such as lumber, minerals like copper, semiconductors, 
and energy products. Tariffs are taxes levied on the 
value of imported goods that are paid by the individual 
or business making the purchase. While other tax 
changes can only be made by an act of Congress, U.S. 
tariffs can be imposed or changed by the President 
through executive action under an emergency 
declaration. Congress recently voted against limiting the 
president’s power to adjust tariffs.  

Most goods from China had faced a tariff rate of 145%, 
with some exemptions, but on May 12, an agreement 
between the United States and China was announced 
that will temporarily reduce the tariff rate on Chinese 
imports to 30% for 90 days. The new rate is still higher 
than in past years, however, and applies to a broader 
range of products. The President also removed an 
exemption on Chinese imports valued under $800 
(often direct-to-consumer purchases) and made 

changes to the tax rate on these goods, which now sits 
at 54%.  

Goods from Canada, Mexico, China, and the European 
Union may see the return of import taxes ranging from 
10% to 50%, as the administration’s 90-day pause on 
reciprocal tariffs is set to expire in July.  

As discussed in our previous brief, the Trump 
administration’s stated goals in raising U.S. tariffs are to 
boost domestic manufacturing in Wisconsin and the 
nation, improve trade deals with U.S. trading partners, 
and raise tax revenue. Some commentators have noted 
that these goals are in some tension with one another.  

While those are potential benefits, tariffs also could 
have negative impacts on state residents and business 
by increasing prices, disrupting the supply chain of 
consumer goods, or slowing growth in the global 
economy or even bringing on a recession. When tariffs 
are imposed on goods brought into the country, the 
additional costs are either passed on to consumers or 
accounted for by businesses through cost-cutting 
measures. Evidence suggests that nearly the entire cost 
of the tariffs imposed in 2018 was passed on to 
consumers.   

Consumer prices for domestically produced goods can 
also rise, in part because imported goods are used in 
the production of domestic products and services. 
Some companies have already attributed price 
increases on consumer goods to these tariffs, and the 
disruption could also limit the goods available. 

Businesses also can be affected by increased tariff 
rates through either higher costs for imported parts and 
materials or decreased demand and sales.  

The ultimate upshot of the tariffs is still unclear. But the 
nation’s current economic outlook is less solid than it 
was six months ago, with consumer sentiment falling 
and some economists predicting a recession.  

Conclusion 

The value of imports to Wisconsin has grown over the 
last decade, but U.S. tariffs may change that trend. 
Though the tariffs are meant to support U.S. 
manufacturing, they could also spur higher prices and 
interest rates, limit the availability of certain goods, and 
slow economic growth. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/07/business/economy/united-states-china-mexico-trade.html
https://wedc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2024-Full-Year-Trade-Report.pdf
https://wedc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/2024-Full-Year-Trade-Report.pdf
https://themedicinemaker.com/business-regulation/a-tale-of-irish-biopharma
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/04/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-declares-national-emergency-to-increase-our-competitive-edge-protect-our-sovereignty-and-strengthen-our-national-and-economic-security/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF11030
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/watch-senate-defeats-resolution-to-block-trump-tariffs
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/05/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-secures-a-historic-trade-win-for-the-united-states/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/us-cut-de-minimis-tariff-china-shipments-54-120-2025-05-13/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/us-cut-de-minimis-tariff-china-shipments-54-120-2025-05-13/
https://www.newsweek.com/donald-trump-tariffs-cars-canada-china-mexico-eu-2051408
https://www.newsweek.com/donald-trump-tariffs-cars-canada-china-mexico-eu-2051408
https://econbrowser.com/archives/2022/03/on-tariffs-and-large-country-assumptions
https://econbrowser.com/archives/2022/03/on-tariffs-and-large-country-assumptions
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/02/us/politics/companies-tariffs-price-increases.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/02/us/politics/companies-tariffs-price-increases.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/economics/product-shortages-empty-store-shelves-loom-falling-shipments-china-rcna202812
https://biztimes.com/harley-davidson-expects-tariff-hit-of-at-least-130-million-this-year/
https://www.jpmorgan.com/insights/global-research/current-events/us-tariffs
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/04/30/business/us-economy-gdp-tariffs.html
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2025/04/25/us-consumer-sentiment-drops-april-tariffs/83271802007/
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Local and state policymakers have limited options and 
resources to affect the powerful effects of these federal 
policies and global market forces. However, they may 
wish to consider both ways to help consumers and 
businesses cope with this changing environment even 
as they try to harden their budgets against the risk of 
economic turbulence.  

For example, policymakers may wish to help those 
affected by job loss and dislocation, and work with 
business leaders to strengthen the state’s workforce to 
appeal to companies seeking to re-shore production 
through training and apprenticeship programs or other 
incentives.  

These rapid shifts in federal policy have created 
uncertainty about the price and availability of goods, 
and the economy in general. In response, state and 
local leaders may wish to project a stable and firm 
commitment to helping workers and businesses adjust.  


