Chinese exporters cautiously ramp up shipments to US amid revived trade talks
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As trade discussions between the United States and China resume, exporters in China are keenly preparing to increase shipments of goods to the US. Following a series of cancellations prompted by steep tariffs, Chinese shipping agents are again securing container space for exports, indicating a cautious optimism as both nations engage in dialogue aimed at resolving ongoing trade tensions. 
Since the imposition of substantial tariffs by US President Donald Trump—up to 145 per cent on goods imported from China—trade between the two economic superpowers has experienced significant disruptions. These tariffs, affecting approximately 80 percent of goods shipped from China, resulted in a staggering 60 per cent drop in sailings from China to the US during April, according to Flexport, a logistics and freight forwarding broker. In light of these challenges, it was reported that logistics operator Hapag-Lloyd experienced a 30 per cent cancellation rate for shipments originating in China.
However, recent shifts in rhetoric from both US and Chinese officials have sparked renewed activity among traders. Since late April, there has been a noticeable increase in the demand for shipping capacity, with many exporters eager to reactivate their logistical networks in anticipation of talks set to take place in Switzerland. Several exporters have expressed plans to resume shipping goods to US clients like Walmart in the weeks to come. Such motions yield hope that tariffs may soon be reduced, as US officials, including President Trump, have indicated a willingness to reconsider current rates.
The looming risk of empty store shelves in the US serves as an urgent catalyst for these shipments. Products including toys, electronics, and home furnishings—sources that American retailers source predominantly from China—have languished in warehouses, potentially leading to inventory shortages if not shipped promptly. Jonathan Chitayat, the Asia head of contract manufacturer Genimex Group, highlighted that American companies are concerned about not only their immediate supply chains but also customer needs for these essential products.
Despite this optimism, there are caveats. Exporters like Liu, a toy manufacturer, caution that even if shipments resume, the volumes may not return to pre-tariff levels due to the financial burden of the tariffs, which will ultimately affect American consumers. Judah Levine, head of research at Freightos, also recognises the intertwined nature of the US and Chinese economies, noting that both sides are beginning to feel the adverse impacts of the ongoing trade conflict.
In addition to the immediate logistics and tariff concerns, broader discussions about economic policy are unfolding. Recent communications between US Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen and Chinese officials signal a continuing desire for improved dialogue on critical economic issues, including market access and trade imbalances. However, significant policy gaps remain, particularly regarding national security and technology access, with China continuing to push for a more favorable trading environment amidst ongoing US scrutiny.
While the recent series of engagements between US and Chinese officials has sparked cautious optimism in the business community, predictions that the end of the trade war is imminent may be overly hopeful. Historical precedents suggest that negotiations can be prolonged and fraught with complications; in 2018, it took two years for an agreement to materialise after initial tariffs were imposed. Thus, it remains to be seen whether the current discussions will yield a swift resolution or whether the two nations will continue to navigate a complex landscape of economic tension and cooperation. 
Believing in a quick solution may prove naïve, as stakeholders from both sides brace for what lies ahead—continuous communication, negotiations, and an ongoing balancing act of competing interests as the world watches.
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