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Overview of U.S. Hemp Seed Imports 

As one of the world’s leading consumers of industrial hemp, the United States serves as the major import 
center for various hemp products including hemp seed.  Hemp seeds enter the United States in a variety 
of forms: whole hemp seeds ready for planting, sterilized whole hemp seeds ready for human or animal 
consumption, and de-hulled hemp seeds. 

Hemp Seed Import Data 

One of the most cited articles regarding industrial hemp in the United States, Hemp as an Agricultural 
Commodity1 by Renée Johnson of the Congressional Research Service, analyzes the U.S. importation of 
hemp seeds. However, Ms. Johnson only used official U.S. import data until 2013 and supplements 
several gaps in her research with other sources. She mistakenly notes that the U.S. stopped recording 
data for industrial hemp seed imports, although after further investigation Seed CX found that the 
Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System, or Harmonized System (HS)2 had simply been 
changed. As such, presented below is the most complete trade statistics of hemp seed entering and 
exiting the U.S. published to date, using data from U.S.A. Trade Online3 where it can be traced using the 
HS system. 

The HS system utilizes a coded sequence that can be narrowed down to the 4-digit level which 
corresponds to major commodity categories like fruits or cereals, the 6-digit level which corresponds to 
individual products like sunflower seeds or apples, and finally the 10-digit level which breaks down the 
products further. The current available trade data4 for hemp seed being imported into the United Sates 
can fortunately be narrowed down as far as the 10-digits level which provide for a detailed picture. The 
classifications of hemp seeds fall under HS 12079903205, which is defined as “hemp seed, whether or not 
broken” with a standard measure of quantity in kilograms. This definition includes three forms of hemp 
seeds: viable whole seed6, non-viable whole seed7, and de-hulled seeds8. 

U.S. imports of hemp seeds are presented in Table 1. Imports of hemp seed have increased over the last 
five years with a record 35,148,821 lbs. in 2015. This upward trend has continued through the first half of 
2016, with import numbers on track to exceed 40 million lbs. While this figure can include viable, non-
viable, and de-hulled hemp seeds industry sources estimate that over 90% of this figure is comprised of 
de-hulled hemp seeds or heart hemps with viable whole hemp seeds comprising the remainder and non-
viable whole seeds accounting for a marginal amount. 

 

 

                                                      
1 Johnson, R. (2015) Hemp as an Agricultural Commodity. Congressional Research Service 
2 The Harmonized System (HS) codes are developed by the World Customs Organization (WCO), the codes are used to classify and define 

internationally traded goods. HS 6-digit codes are for universal reference, whereas 7-10 digit codes are often unique after the 6th digit and determined 
by individual countries of import. 
3 Provided by the U.S. Census Bureau, USA Trade Online is a dynamic data tool that gives users access to current and cumulative U.S. export and 
import data.  With multiple data sets and capabilities, USA Trade Online can assist different types of customers from a wide range of industries and 
fields.  Manufacturers and other businesses wishing to expand their business globally can utilize USA Trade Online to identify new markets, evaluate 
existing markets, and perform other market research tasks. The data available through this tool can also support economists in interpreting economic 
news and performing academic research, as well assist governments and federal agencies in analyzing domestic and international trade policies. 
https://usatrade.census.gov/ 
4 While trade data can often be severely biased due to under reporting or mislabeling of products and often does not correspond to export data from 
the countries of origin, U.S. hemp seed import data does alight perfectly with reported Canadian export data. 
5 Prior to 2012, hemp seed imports were classified under HS 1207990220 
6 The importation of viable hemp seed also requires a DEA import permit 
7 Hemp seeds are rendered non-viable through a variety of sterilization processes that often involve to a specific temperature. 
8 Often referred to as hemp hearts, hulled seeds, or hemp nut. 

https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL32725.pdf
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL32725.pdf
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Monthly Imports 

While Table 1 provides a general overview of hemp seeds entering the United States, it is important to 
break down the data further to determine the presence of any seasonal trends and provide additional 
insight into the nature of hemp seeds entering the U.S. Figure 1 gives a breakdown of hemp seed imports 
by month and clearly shows a significant increase in imports starting in 2015. 

  

These surges can be attributed to the large increases in hemp acreage of the United States’ major hemp 
trading partner, Canada. According to Health Canada9 in 2014 Canadian hemp seed registered acreage 
increased to an all-time high of 108,50210 acres, with a decrease in 2015 to 84,663 registered acres. This 
expansion in Canadian acreage likely lead directly to the surges in hemp seed imports into the U.S. in 
2015 and 2016. Additionally, Figure 1 can also give some insights into the seasonal nature of hemp seed 
imports. Prior to 2015, hemp seed imports appear relatively stable throughout the year. However, the 
beginning of 2015 and 2016 show decreases in imports in late fall and early winter. These dips may be 
attributed to the growth patterns of hemp in North America. As an annual crop, hemp is typically planted 
in early to middle summer and harvested in September or October. This decreases in exports may be due 
to these harvest patterns as supplies dwindle towards the end of fall, just prior to the next season’s 
harvest. 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
9 Health Canada acts as the administrative and regulatory body of the industrial hemp program under the Industrial Hemp Regulations provision of the 
Controlled Drugs and Substances Act. 
10 Official acreage reported by Health Canada. Accessed through Canadian Hemp Trade Alliance. http:// http://www.hemptrade.ca/ 
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Imports by Country 

Table 2 gives a breakdown of hemp seed imports by country and while Canada comprises the vast 
majority of imports in the United States, several other countries export hemp seed to the U.S. 

 

 

In 2015, Canada exported 34,701,851 lbs. of hemp seeds to the United States which makes up 
approximately 99% of total U.S. imports for that year. Even though Canada continues to be the number 
one source of hemp seeds, the U.S. receives deliveries from increasingly more countries. China is the 
next largest source of hemp seeds, accounting for 0.8% of imports over the five-year period. Romania is 
the third largest source, entering the U.S. hemp seed market in 2013 and accounting for 0.8% in the 
same time frame. In addition, imports from India increased from zero to 300,177 lbs., and became the 
second largest hemp seed source for the U.S. for the first half of 2016. Several European Union 
countries, including the Netherlands, Italy, Germany, and to a lesser extent The United Kingdom and 
France, have recently begun hemp seed exports to the United States. 

A Look into Canadian Hemp  

As the primary exporter of hemp seeds to the United States, it is important to locate Canadian production. 
This analysis can provide a better understanding of the points of origin and import channels that hemp 
seeds entering the U.S. must travel through. While the official U.S. Census Bureau data does not record 
point of origin nor the exporter, this information can be determined through surveys and interviews with 
hemp seed market participants as well as through inference. Figure 2 gives a breakdown of officially 
registered, historical hemp acreage in Canada by province which can help inform us as to where this 
hemp seed is coming from. 
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The overwhelming majority of hemp acreage is located in the Canadian Prairie provinces of Alberta, 
Saskatchewan, and Manitoba with an upward trend in acreage in recent years. It is not surprising to find 
hemp flourishing in these regions as these locations comprise a large majority of their production of more 
traditional grain like wheat and rye. Hemp can slot easily into the crop rotation of these traditional grains 
like winter wheat as it is a summer crop that can suppress weeds and loosen soils prior to the planting of 
winter cereals. In Canada, hemp is exclusively harvested for its seed largely for regulatory reasons. Hemp 
derived CBD cannot currently be harvested or extracted in Canada.  Fiber is not currently considered 
widely economically viable due to a lack of processing facilities within an economic radius (in interviews, 
an ‘economic radius’ was considered to be a distance of within 100 miles) and stiff competition from Asia, 
principally China.  

Through an economic concentration analysis conducted by Seed, two companies, Manitoba Harvest 
Hemp11, Hemp Oil Canada12 and Hemp Production Services13, stood out as the largest processors and 
wholesalers of hemp seeds in the Canadian Prairie region. Exports from these companies enter the U.S. 
in a variety of packages, including 2000 lbs grain bags, 50 lbs bags, and an assortment of Consumer 
Packages Goods (CPG). With Canada comprising the majority of hemp seed exports to the United States 
and Manitoba Harvest Hemp and Hemp Oil Canada comprising the majority of those exports, these two 
firms act as the two largest suppliers of hemp seed products in the United States. 

 

 

 

                                                      
11 As the world's largest vertically integrated hemp food manufacturer. Manitoba Harvest is involved in every aspect of the hemp production process, 
from "seed-to-shelf.” The company's hemp-exclusive, consumer-facing 100% all-natural product lineup includes hemp hearts, protein powder, and 
snacks. Manitoba Harvest has developed longstanding relationships with hemp suppliers and currently maintains relationships that provide access to 
over 60% of the hemp acreage in Canada. https://manitobaharvest.com/ 
12 One of the world’s largest bulk wholesale producer, private label packager, and custom processor of hemp food products and ingredients. Hemp Oil 
Canada exports globally to more than 15 international destinations including the European Union, UK, Asia, South Africa, and throughout North 
America. http://www.hempoilcan.com/ 
13 HPs offers a “complete supply chain solution for sourcing hemp bulk food ingredient”. http://www.hempproductionservices.com. 

https://manitobaharvest.com/
https://manitobaharvest.com/
http://www.hempoilcan.com/
http://www.hempproductionservices.com/
https://manitobaharvest.com/
http://www.hempoilcan.com/
http://www.hempproductionservices.com/
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Entry Points 

Hemp seed imports enter the United States through a variety of channels and import locations.  Table 3 
provides a breakdown of hemp seeds passing through major U.S. border checkpoints. 

 

Pembina (ND), Detroit (MI), Seattle (WA), Great Falls (MT), and San Francisco (CA) have been the top 
five entry points of hemp seed imports during the five-year period. In 2015, the top destination of hemp 
seed import was Pembina, North Dakota, with a quantity of 32,516,719 lbs, counting for nearly 93% of the 
entire imports in 2015 and 61,283,252 lbs over the five-year period, which accounts for 87% of all import 
within that time frame. With Manitoba Harvest Hemp and Hemp Oil Canada headquartered just across the 
border in Winnipeg, it is no surprise that Pembina is the major U.S. import location. 

Conclusion 

Currently, an overwhelming majority of 35 million lbs. of hemp seed products entering the United States 
originates from several large Canada companies.  While this import data help provides some insights into 
the nature of hemp seed entering the U.S., Seed CX is currently conducting a more detailed supply chain 
analysis.  

 


