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INTRODUCTION: UNLOCKING
GLOBAL TRADE FROM THE
UNITED STATES

The United States remains the world’s
largest economy and a premier hub for
international trade. For entrepreneurs
and small business owners, the prospect
of launching an import export business
in the USA is both exciting and

potentially lucrative. However,
navigating the complex web of customs
regulations, logistics, financing, and

market research can feel overwhelming
without a clear roadmap.

This guide provides a step-by-step
approach on how to start import
export business in USA. Whether you
are looking to source products from Asia,
sell American goods in Europe, or build a
balanced trade portfolio, you will find
practical, actionable advice that


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

balances compliance with profitability.
The goal is to help you build a
sustainable international trade operation
from the ground up.

STEP 1: CONDUCTING MARKET
RESEARCH AND CHOOSING A
NICHE

Before you spend a single dollar on
inventory, you need to understand the
market dynamics. The import export
business is not a “one size fits all”
venture. Successful traders specialize in
products they understand and can
source or sell competitively.

dentifying High-
Demand
Products

Use tools like the USITC Trade Data Web,
importgenius, or simply browse Amazon
Best Sellers and Alibaba trends to see
what products are moving. Look for
items that have consistent demand but
are not saturated. Common categories
include:

 Electronics and components
e Apparel and textiles

e Home goods and furniture

e Auto parts

e Health and beauty supplies
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Understanding
US Import
Requlations

Certain products face strict regulations.
For instance, food, cosmetics, and
medical devices must comply with FDA
standards. Electronics may need FCC
certification. Research the import
restrictions for your chosen product
early to avoid costly compliance issues
later.

Analyzing Profit
Margins and
Logistics Costs

Calculate your landed cost: product price
+ shipping + customs duties +
insurance + warehousing. Compare this
to the selling price in the US market. If
margins are below 30-40%, the venture
may not be worth the risk.

STEP 2: CREATING A SOLID
BUSINESS PLAN

Treat your import export venture like
any other serious business. A detailed
business plan will help you secure



financing, stay focused, and anticipate
challenges.

Core Elements of
Your Plan

e Executive Summary: Your
mission, target markets, and
unique value proposition.

e Market Analysis: Who are your
competitors? What is your target
customer demographic?

e Operational Plan: How will you
source, ship, clear customs, and
deliver products?

¢ Financial Projections: Startup
costs, cash flow forecast, break-
even analysis.

Funding Options

Starting an import export business can
be capital-intensive. Options include:

e Personal savings or bootstrapping

e Small business loans (SBA 7(a)
loans are popular)

e Trade finance from banks or
alternative lenders

e Invoice factoring or purchase order
financing

STEP 3: REGISTERING YOUR
BUSINESS AND OBTAINING
LICENSES

To operate legally in the United States,
you need to establish a formal business
entity and obtain the necessary permits.
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Choose a
Business
Structure

Most small importers choose either an
LLC (Limited Liability Company) or an S-
Corp. An LLC offers personal liability
protection and simpler taxation. An S-
Corp can be beneficial if you plan to
reinvest profits or have multiple
partners.

Register With

Federal and
State Agencies

e EIN (Employer Identification

Number): Get this free from the
IRS. You'll need it to open a
business bank account and file
taxes.

State Business License: Your
state may require a general
business license or a specific
importer/wholesaler license.
Customs Bond: Required for all
commercial imports into the US. It
acts as a guarantee to Customs
that duties and fees will be paid.



Customs Broker
and Importer of
Record

You must decide whether to handle
customs clearance yourself or hire a
licensed customs broker. For most
beginners, a broker is worth the cost
(typically $100-$300 per entry) because
they ensure compliance and prevent
costly delays.

STEP 4: FINDING RELIABLE
SUPPLIERS AND
MANUFACTURERS

Your supply chain is the backbone of

your business. Choosing the wrong
supplier can destroy your reputation and
finances.

Sourcing
Platforms

 Alibaba / Global Sources /
Made-in-China: Ideal for finding
overseas suppliers in Asia.

e ThomasNet / MFG.com: Better
for US-based or nearshore
manufacturing.

e Trade Shows: Attending events
like the Canton Fair or ASD Market
Week allows you to meet suppliers
face-to-face.
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Vetting Suppliers

1. Request samples before
committing to bulk orders.

2. Verify certifications (ISO, CE,
RoHS) if required.

3. Check references and online
reviews.

4. Consider a third-party inspection
company (e.g., SGS, Bureau
Veritas) to audit the factory.

Negotiating
Terms

Discuss incoterms (FOB, CIF, DDP),
payment terms (typically T/T, L/C), and

lead times. Be clear about packaging
requirements and labeling, especially if
you sell on Amazon or retail stores.

STEP 5: UNDERSTANDING US
CUSTOMS AND TARIFFS

This is often the most intimidating part
of the import process, but it becomes
manageable with knowledge and
professional help.

Harmonized
Tariff Schedule

(HTS) Codes

Every product must be classified with an
HTS code. This determines the duty rate



and whether additional documentation is
required. You can search the code on the
USITC website or ask your customs
broker to assign it.

Duty Rates and
Free Trade
Agreements

Rates vary from 0% to 37% depending
on the product and country of origin.
Products from USMCA partners (Canada,
Mexico) may qualify for reduced or zero
duties. Likewise, the US has free trade
agreements with many other nations.

Customs
Compliance and
Security

You must provide a Commercial Invoice,
Packing List, Bill of Lading (or Airway
Bill), and possibly a Certificate of Origin.
The Importer Security Filing (ISF)
must be filed 24 hours before cargo is
loaded onto a vessel for ocean
shipments.

STEP 6: ARRANGING LOGISTICS
AND SHIPPING

Getting your goods from the supplier to
your warehouse (or directly to
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customers) involves several decisions.

Shipping Modes

e Ocean Freight: Cheapest for
heavy or bulky goods, but slower
(20-40 days from Asia). Choose
FCL (full container) or LCL (less
than container load).

 Air Freight: Faster (3-7 days) but
more expensive. Best for high-
value, small, or time-sensitive
items.

e Courier (DHL, FedEx, UPS): For
sample orders or small packages.

Freight
Forwarders vs.
Customs Brokers

A freight forwarder can handle the entire
shipping process: booking space,
coordinating inland transport, and
consolidating cargo. Many forwarders
also offer customs brokerage services or
can recommend one.

Warehousing and



Fulfillment

If you plan to sell on Amazon, consider
using FBA (Fulfillment by Amazon).
Alternatively, you can rent a small
warehouse or use a third-party logistics
(3PL) provider. Plan for storage costs as
part of your overall budget.
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STEP 7: SALES AND
DISTRIBUTION CHANNELS

Once your products clear customs, you
need a way to reach buyers.

B2B vs. B2C

e B2B (Wholesale/Wholesaling):
Sell to retailers, distributors, or
other businesses. Lower margins

per unit but larger order
quantities.

e B2C (Retail/DTC): Sell directly to
consumers via Amazon, eBay,
Shopify, or your own website.
Higher margins but requires
marketing and customer service.

E-Commerce and
Marketplaces

Amazon is the most popular platform for
US importers, but consider also Walmart
Marketplace, eBay, and specialty
platforms. If you source unique products,
a Shopify store with targeted ads can be
highly effective.
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TAXES, AND RISK

International trade requires careful
financial management to ensure
profitability and compliance.

Currency
Exchange

When paying suppliers in foreign
currencies, exchange rates can eat into
margins. Consider using a forward
contract or a multi-currency business
account (e.g., Wise, Payoneer) to lock in
favorable rates.
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Duties

Work with a CPA who understands
international trade. You'll need to pay
customs duties upfront (or via bond).
Sales tax rules vary by state, especially
if you sell via e-commerce. Also be
aware of the Section 321 de minimis
rule for low-value shipments.

Insurance and
Liability
Purchase marine cargo insurance to

cover loss or damage during transit. Also
consider product liability insurance,



especially if you sell consumer goods.

CONCLUSION: TAKING THE FIRST
STEP

Starting an import export business in the
USA is not a get-rich-quick scheme. It
demands research, capital, and attention
to detail. However, the payoff can be
immense: access to global products,
diversification of income, and the thrill of
being part of international commerce.

The key is to start small. Test one
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product with a modest order, go through
the entire import process, learn from
mistakes, and then scale. Surround
yourself with trusted partners: a good
customs broker, a reliable freight
forwarder, and a knowledgeable
accountant. With patience and
perseverance, you can build a thriving
import export business that connects the
world and creates lasting value.

Remember, every successful global
trader once took that first step. Now is
your time to act.
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