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The U.S. Vape Export Market in 2026: 

Dancing on the Edge – Dead End or a New Beginning? 

To all exporters focusing on the U.S. market, today we’re not going to talk in theory. Let’s 

discuss the issue that is currently the most frustrating yet unavoidable for many in foreign 

trade — the U.S. vape market. 

As of February 2026, if you still believe you can simply ship products to the U.S. and make 

easy money, it may be time to rethink that strategy. However, if you believe the U.S. market 

is completely finished, you may also miss the opportunities created by the next industry 

reshuffle. 

The current situation can be summarized in one sentence: 

The entry barrier is extremely high, but demand remains exceptionally strong. 

 

1. A Reality Check: The U.S. Market Is No Longer the “Wild West” 

Many people in the logistics and freight forwarding industry have noticed a surge in 

complaints related to vape shipments since the second half of 2025, especially entering 2026. 

Words such as: 

“Cargo detained” 

“Shipment returned” 

“100% inspection rate” 

Why? 

 

Because the regulatory logic in the United States has fundamentally changed. 

In the past, regulators tended to focus on major offenders while ignoring smaller players. 

Today, the principle has become: 

“No authorization, no legality.” 

The FDA (U.S. Food and Drug Administration) has made its position very clear: products 

without PMTA (Premarket Tobacco Product Application) authorization are, in principle, not 

allowed to be sold in the U.S. market. 

Although some unauthorized products still exist in circulation, they are now the primary 

targets of customs enforcement and FDA crackdowns. 

After September 2025, several states — including Texas, Wisconsin, and Arkansas — issued 

direct sales bans. Some regulations even explicitly prohibit the sale of unauthorized vape 

products manufactured in China. 

This is no longer just a matter of fines; in some cases it could escalate to criminal liability. 
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Market Data Tells the Story 

In 2025, China’s total vape exports reached approximately USD 10.6 billion, representing a 

slight year-on-year decline of about 3%. 

At first glance, the overall number seems relatively stable. 

However, when examining exports to the United States specifically, the trend looks much 

more volatile. 

In the first half of 2025, due to tariffs and regulatory pressure, exports to the U.S. dropped by 

more than 30%. 

Yet in the second half of the year — particularly in October and November — exports 

suddenly surged again. Monthly export values reached record highs of USD 550–590 million. 

What does this indicate? 

Demand has not disappeared — it may even be stronger. 

What has changed is which products are able to enter the market. 

 

2. Who Is Still Making Money? 

The Sunset of Disposables and the Rise of Compliance 

Let’s talk about products. 

Over the past few years, flavored disposable vapes were undoubtedly the dominant category 

in the U.S. market. 

Fruit flavors, candy flavors, brightly colored disposable sticks — they were everywhere. 

But the industry is now shifting. 

 

1) Flavor Ban Pressure 

States such as California, New York, and Massachusetts banned non-tobacco flavors years 

ago.Although the federal government has not imposed a full nationwide ban, the FDA has 

rejected nearly all PMTA applications for non-tobacco and non-menthol flavors.This means 

products like:“Watermelon Ice”，“Grape Soda” are becoming increasingly difficult to sell 

through legitimate channels such as convenience stores, gas stations, and licensed e-

commerce platforms. Many of these products have moved into gray markets or unregulated 

websites that could be shut down at any time.For exporters, the question becomes simple: 

Are you willing to take that risk? 

 

2) Disposable vs Pod Systems 

Disposable vapes once dominated because they were convenient.However, environmental 

concerns and regulatory pressure have turned disposables into easy targets for policymakers. 
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As a result, many experienced players are shifting back toward pod-based systems. 

Why? 

Pod systems are easier to regulate, create stronger consumer loyalty, and appear more 

aligned with harm-reduction positioning rather than youth-oriented novelty products. 

Currently, major brands with PMTA authorization — such as Vuse, NJOY, and JUUL — 

dominate the legal market with tobacco-flavored and menthol pod products. 

 

3) Emerging Opportunities: Nicotine Pouches and Heated Tobacco 

Interestingly, the FDA has recently approved several nicotine pouch products. This suggests 

regulators are seeking a balance between control and harm reduction. For exporters who 

focus solely on traditional vaping products, the market may be narrowing. However, 

expanding into other next-generation tobacco alternatives may create new growth 

opportunities. 

 

3. The Operational “Survival Line”: How to Ship in 2026 

This is the question most exporters care about: 

Is the business still viable? 

And if so, how should it be done? 

If you are still planning to rely on gray customs clearance or risky shipping strategies, it may 

be time to reconsider. Customs enforcement in 2026 has become significantly stricter. 

 

Key Requirements for Market Entry 

1) PMTA Authorization Is No Longer Optional 

PMTA is no longer a competitive advantage — it is the minimum requirement. Some 

intermediaries may claim that products can be shipped first and authorized later. 

In reality, shipments without an MGO authorization number face a high risk of detention at 

U.S. ports. 

Even if authorization exists, discrepancies between declared specifications and approved 

details — such as e-liquid composition or battery configuration — may still result in cargo 

being rejected. 

Currently, only a very small number of Chinese companies have obtained PMTA authorization. 

Many smaller exporters survive by acting as OEM manufacturers for authorized brands or by 

acquiring smaller brands that already possess regulatory approval.Key Requirements for 

Market Entry 

 

1) PMTA Authorization Is No Longer Optional 
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PMTA is no longer a competitive advantage — it is the minimum requirement. 

Some intermediaries may claim that products can be shipped first and authorized later. 

In reality, shipments without an MGO authorization number face a high risk of detention at 

U.S. ports. 

Even if authorization exists, discrepancies between declared specifications and approved 

details — such as e-liquid composition or battery configuration — may still result in cargo 

being rejected. 

Currently, only a very small number of Chinese companies have obtained PMTA authorization. 

Many smaller exporters survive by acting as OEM manufacturers for authorized brands or by 

acquiring smaller brands that already possess regulatory approval.必须搞定的几件事： 

 

2) Pre-Import Declarations 

Beginning in 2026, detailed pre-import declarations must be submitted at least 72 hours 

before cargo arrival. 

This includes: 

batch information 

traceability records 

certification numbers 

 

Any mismatch between documentation and physical shipments may result in blacklisting. 

This significantly increases transparency requirements across the entire supply chain. 

 

3) Tariff Costs 

Exporters must carefully calculate tariff costs. With additional tariffs and duties, the effective 

tax rate on Chinese vape products entering the United States may exceed 70%. Exporters must 

evaluate whether their profit margins can absorb these costs. In reality, U.S. consumers are 

not extremely price sensitive. If the product is high quality and accessible, many consumers 

are willing to pay higher prices. This partly explains the export rebound in late 2025 — 

surviving products tend to be higher value items. 

 

4) Distribution Channels Are Critical 

The era when sellers could launch an independent website, run Facebook ads, and sell directly 

to U.S. consumers is largely over. Payment providers may block accounts, and logistics 

services may face regulatory restrictions. 

The new trend involves: 

partnering with licensed offline distributors entering highly regulated but high-traffic 
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platforms such as Amazon (if compliance requirements are met) 

Working with licensed local distributors may reduce profit margins, but it significantly 

improves operational stability and long-term sustainability. 

 

4. The Big Question: Is the Business Still Worth Doing? 

After reading this analysis, some exporters may wonder whether the intention is to discourage 

market entry. In fact, the opposite is true. Periods of regulatory tightening often create 

opportunities for industry consolidation. 

When small manufacturers relying on regulatory loopholes and non-compliant products exit 

the market, the remaining demand shifts toward companies capable of investing in R&D, 

compliance, and long-term strategy. The years 2025–2026 represent a painful “detox period” 

for the U.S. vape market. 

Short term: 

shipment volatility 

high compliance costs 

regulatory uncertainty 

 

Long term: 

the United States remains the world’s largest vape consumption market 

adult smokers continue transitioning toward reduced-harm alternatives 

 

Once the market stabilizes, the remaining players may benefit from a more predictable 

competitive environment and stronger profit margins. 

 

Strategic Recommendations for Exporters 

1) Do Not Operate Alone 

If obtaining PMTA authorization independently is unrealistic, partner with licensed 

manufacturers or authorized brands. OEM manufacturing or authorized distribution may be 

more sustainable than independent market entry. 

 

2) Focus on Product Fundamentals 

Instead of emphasizing flashy flavors or packaging, prioritize core technical performance such 

as: 

flavor consistency 

battery safety 

leak prevention 
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nicotine delivery stability 

U.S. consumers are seeking cigarette alternatives — not novelty gadgets. 

 

3) Diversify Global Markets 

Do not rely solely on the U.S. market. 

Regions such as: 

Middle East (UAE, Saudi Arabia) 

Southeast Asia 

Latin America are experiencing rapid growth and may offer relatively more flexible regulatory 

environments. 

 

4) Monitor Policy Developments 

U.S. political changes can significantly impact vape regulation. 

Different administrations may adjust FDA enforcement priorities. 

Exporters should remain highly attentive to policy developments rather than relying on 

outdated assumptions. 

 

Final Thoughts 

Today’s U.S. vape market resembles a fortress. Outsiders see the high profits and want to 

enter. Those already inside often struggle with complex regulations and rising compliance 

costs. The key question for exporters is simple: Are you tightening your U.S. business 

operations, or are you still expanding? 

How are you addressing the high cost and long timeline of PMTA authorization? And if not 

the United States, which overseas market do you believe will become the next major growth 

opportunity — Europe, the Middle East, or South America? 

This article is based on publicly available industry data and market observations as of early 

2026. Since regulatory environments change rapidly, exporters should always consult 

professional legal and logistics advisors before making operational decisions. 


