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THE BIG PICTURE

Missouri’s Multibillion Challenge to
China

Missouri sued China for hoarding PPE during the pandemic and won $24.5
billion. Its efforts to collect could get muddy.

BY NOAH BERMAM — maRCH 15, 2025

COMPAMIES POLITICS

Missouri Attorney General Andrew Bailey speaks at a press conf e in Springfield, Mi i, April 25, 2024,
Credit: Attorney. General Andrew Bailey

C ape Girardeau, a town of 40,000 in southeastern Missourd, is normally far from the
center of the competition between the United States and China. Bur last Friday, it

joined the [rontlines.
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China owed the state some $24.5 billion, plus
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PPPE through both the nationalization of U.S. Rl et e el o Lo e b
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wrote [5 Limbaugh, a cousin of famed conservative
An excerpt from a court document filed March 7, 2025, as

part of the ‘State of Missouri v. People’s Republic of China
a result, Missouri “suffered significant harm in the ot al.” case. Cradit: Missouri Atforney General

commentator Rush Limbaugh, in his judgement. As

form of lost net general tax revenue.”

None of the nine co-defendants in the suit, including China’s central and local governments,
as well as the Wuhan Institute of Virology and the Chinese Academy of Sciences #, showed

up in court.
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states, keen to enact some kind of retribution on China
A post an X from Missouri’s Attorney General, Andrew

Bailey. Credit: @AGAndrowBailey via X for its perceived wrongdoing during the pandemic,

others could soon file copyeat suits, experts say.

In practice, it could prove tricky for states to collect on any favorable judgments — Beijing is
unlikely to start funneling billions of dollars to American states, after all. Some legal analysts
argue that cases such as the one in Cape Girardeau therefore amount to little more than

political stunts.

Even so, Missouri's attempts to bring home the bacon could yet
bring it into conflict with Smithfield Foods, a Nasdag-listed
pork producer whose majority shareholder is a Chinese
company. Smithfield owns 32,500 acres of agricultural land in
Missouri, making it the state’s second-largest foreign-owned

landholder, and the most obvious target for lawmakers looking

to seive “Chinese” land.,

Buying the Heartland

BY GRADY MCGREGCR

“There's a great harassment value for Missouri here, because they

can go around to courts all over the country, and file actions to Does the 115, nesd to worry dbout Chine

try to execute on Chinese-owned property,” says William encroaching on its territory? Many states
usedd to court Chinese investors, but in recent

Dodge, a professor at George Washington University Law

menths, more than...

School and the author of a book on transnational litigation.

Foreign countries are usually immune from lawsuits in the ULS. under the Foreign Sovereign
Immunities Act (FSIA), which Congress passed in 1976, But the law contains a carve-out
for countries’ commercial activities that cause direct effects in the United States, the

exception under which Missouri successtully sued China,
T ]

28 U.5. Code § 1610 - Exceptions to the

immunity from attachment or execution Still, Missouri faces two clear difficulties in
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The second is that the statutory authority that allows

(3) the cancutan 0 a judgment establishing ~ghts in praps
has seen taken Inviolation of Internatanal law or which has been exchanged
fur properly Laken in tivn ol intesrnationa law, or

requires that the assets scized from a foreign

government were used for the same commercial

An excerpt from ‘Exceptions to the immunity from activity on which the suit was based. Missouri would
. e
attdchmant sraxsculions Chedi Il thus have to prove that any Chinese government

assets it seizes were used to hoard PPE.!

“Tust because you can bring the suit without encountering immunity docsn't mean you can
execute the judgment without encountering immunity,” says Michael Ramsey, an expert on

the litigation of transnational claims at the University of San Diego School of Law.

These issues haven't deterred Missouri officials. “We
intend to collect every penny by seizing Chinese-

owned assets, including Missouri farmland,” the

state’s Attorney General Andrew Bailey said in a

An excerpt from g press release from Mi i Attorney

statement last Friday.
General Andrew Bailey, March 7, 2025,
Asked how Missouri would achieve this goal while complying with the FSIA, a
spokesperson for the Attorney General's office sald “We look forward to collaborating with
the Court, the Trump Administration, and state partners to identify assets, such as Chinese-

owned farmland, for seizure if the PRC keeps its head in the sand and does not pay up.”

‘ ‘ ...it would be counterproductive for international relations if private
citizens in the United States were suing sovereign nations, forcing
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them to avail themselves of our sovereign jurisdiction, and then
potentially collecting on a civil judgment.

— Michael Parker, a national security lawyer at law firm Arktouros

‘The judgement comes as calls grow across Capitol Hill to restrict Chinese ownership of ULS,
agricultural property. Soon after taking office, U8, Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins

said “Chinese purchase of our farmland” was at the “very, very top” of her list of priorities.

CHINA NOT IN TOP TEN LARGEST FOREIGN LANDHOLDERS

T e T Agricultiral landholHings (milisratres) Value (billion §)
Canada 15.4 $16.35
Netherlands 5.2 $7.60
Italy 27 $5.50
United Kingdom 2.6 $5
Germany 25 $7.50
Denmark 2 $2.50
Portugal 1.2 $2.90
France 1.4 53.10
Switzerland 1.1 $1.90
Luxembourg 0.9 5170

Note: Data is as of 2023, Source: U5, Department of Agriculture

The $24.5 billion award, equal to almost hall Missouri’s 2024 budge [5, gives the state a big
runway. The figure comes from a report authored by a University of Missouri economics
professor that determined China’s hoarding of PPE had caused the state $8 billion in
damages. Because the defendants didn’t appear in court, the judge accepted that number as

uncontested — and determined that Missouri could recover triple the amount.

A spokesperson for the Chinese embassy in Washington
said China “will never accept” the judgement and that the
country “reserves the right to take reciprocal
countermeasures under international law to safeguard its

legitimate interests.”

In practice, targeting Missouri farmland would mean going
‘ after Smithfield Foods, the maker of Nathan’s Famous hot
o -
A Smithfield Foods” facility in Martin City, Missouri.
Credit: Smithfleld Foods of the state’s Chinese-owned farmland, according to a

dogs — and the owner, through a subsidiary, of 99 percent

2023 report D by the Missouri Department of Agriculture,

Smithfield, which said it sold about a third of its U.S. farmland last year, declined to

comment on the casc.

China Topped List of Foreign Landowners in Missouri
A look af the fen largest foreign owners of agricultural lond in Missouri in 2023.

Ching

Netherlands

New Zealond
Spain

Germany
Switzerland

United Kingdom
British West Indies
France

Lehanon

10 20 30 40 50

29


https://www.arktouros.co/team/mike-parker
https://www.breitbart.com/politics/2025/02/18/exclusive-secretary-rollins-usda-exploring-federal-solution-to-stopping-china-from-purchasing-u-s-farmland/
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/documents/foreign-holdings-us-agricultural-land-december-31-2023
https://oa.mo.gov/sites/default/files/FY_2024_Budget_Summary_Docs.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=897533882414255&set=a.641040654730247
https://bloximages.newyork1.vip.townnews.com/komu.com/content/tncms/assets/v3/editorial/9/2e/92e48ac4-5020-11ef-abfc-579ef24de0d5/66abb39b05e0d.file.pdf

Thousand acres

Mote: Smithfield says it currently halds 32,500 acres in Missouri, which would now make China Missouri’s second-
largest foreign landowner.

Source: Missouri Deportment of Agriculture B

After clearing LS. review for national security risks, Chinese company Shuanghui
International wholly acquired Smithfield in 2013 for $4.7 billion plus $2 billion in debt —
still the largest ever Chinese takeover of a U.S. company. Shuanghui changed its name to
WII Group in January 2014 and listed in Ilong Kong later that year. The company does not
have obvious Chinese state ownership, though its major sharcholders include opaque

investment managers in the British Virgin Islands, according to its most recent annual

report (2.

WH Group does, though, have connections to the
Chinese Communist Party. Two top executives at the
company, Wan Long and Ma Xiangjic, are party
members, according to the most recent annual report
by Shuanghui Development, a mainland Chinese
subsidiary of the company that WireSereen shows is
4.3 percent beneficially owned by state entities. Wan,

the WH Group’s chief executive and chairman, and

Ma, the company’s executive director, together

Wan Long {center} and WH Group and Smithfield
execulives ring the opening bell at the Nasdag, en the
day of Smithfield’s IPO, Jonuary 28, 2025. Credit: Nasdag

control interests in more than half of the shares in

the firm, its 2023 annual report shows.

WII Group did not respond to requests for comment. A Smithfield spokesperson said “WIT
Group is not a Chinese state-owned enterprise and does not undertake any commercial

activities on behalf of the Chinese government.”

Any efforts by Missourl’s government to scize the

Smithfield

Smithfigld Foods s o pork processing company awned by the
Chinese conglomercte WH Group. Through its subsidiaries,
Smithfield a.m< 85,000 aces of farmlond in the United
Stotes, occerding fo the company.
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Mote: 2024 data is for the 12 months through September
2024, Sources: USDA, SEC filings. Pitchbook

Smithfield land are all but certain to run into legal
trouble, lawyers say, as WH Group was not a co-
defendant in the suit and there is no evidence it was

involved with the hoarding of PPLL.

“If it’s a scparate legal entity, you can't enforce the

judgment against it,” says Daniel C K. Chow, a

business law professor ar Ohio State University,

Missouri may also decide that Smithfield’s assets in
the state are not worth the trouble. Missouri farm
real estate cost an average of $4,800 per acre last

vear, according to the Department of Agriculture’s

I TaTr & e H 3 L/ v
land values survey [, That makes Smithfield’s total
acreage in the state worth around $150 million, less

than 1 pereent of the $24.5 billion judgement.

Yet if Missouri were to be successful in scizing asscts,

the case’s consequences could go well beyond money.

“In general, it would be counterproductive for
international relations if private citizens in the
United States were suing sovereign nations, forcing
them to avail themselves of our sovereign
jurisdiction, and then potentially collecting on a civil
judgment,” says Michael Parker, a national security
lawyer at law firm Arktouros. “Should a judge in the
state of Missouri be able to set foreign policy for the

entire [United States of America?”

The case's outcome could increase the likelihood of similar suits, against both China and

other would-be foreign foes. Mississippi filed suit against China on similar grounds in 20205

its case is progressing through federal courts.
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“If you adopt a broader interpretation of the commercial activity exception, it’s going to
encourage more of these lawsuits,” says Ohio State’s Chow, the author of a cascbook on

international business transactions. “This is a very dangerous precedent.”

Noah Berman is a staff writer for T8¢ Wire based in New Yorlk. He
'pTL'\"'iUU.EQ]}' wrote Hb(]llt L'L'()T'I(JIT]:ICH 1111(1 tL‘C}![](I](]g_\_" at t}'l(_' C(IUT'I(:'”
on Foreign Relations. His work has appeared in the Boston

Globe and PBS Nezor. He graduated from Georgetown University.
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China's Waning Oil Thirst
BY NOAH BERMAN
Chinak oil imparrs are showing signs of

reaching a peak.
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BY BREMT CRANE

"-Ihe Day Engagement Died' The forcign policy expert discusses why

Favrasia i= key to glohal secnri

nd argues

BEY DAVID BARBOZA

that China remains the bigest threat w

H A i ; 5 i i the warld arder.
Bob havis reflecrs on his new chaak, the five year anniversary of the ‘China vims', and whar ra )

expect from Trump 2.0.

Face-Off: U.S. vs. China

r‘sE "FF A podcast about the turbulent relationship between the world's two superpowers, the two
men in charge, and the vital issues that affect us all.

June ez & fana ister

LISTEN NOW In the second season, host Jane Perlez and celebrated China historian Rana Mitter talk to guests about
Trump and Xi; TikTok; AT; Hollywood; women's rights; EVs and morc.
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