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4HOW TRADE POLICY FAILED U.S. WORKERS—AND HOW TO FIX IT

Judging by the trade deficit—the measure 
of U.S. trade performance preferred by 
Trump—he has clearly failed. There has 
been a larger trade deficit in each of the 
three full years of his presidency than there 
was when he took office from Obama.
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chose to shutter U.S. factories and shift 
jobs to countries with cheap labor and lax 
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TRADE, INEQUALITY AND WORKERS OF COLOR

Trade shocks and manufacturing decline 
have harsh effects on employment and 
communities. Rising import competition 
reduces manufacturing employment among 
young workers of all races, contributing 
to increases in social consequences such 
as male withdrawal from the labor force, 
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to the sharp slowdown in the state’s 
employment growth observed in 2019 
(Figure 5(2lt is worwthnotingn tat total  
employment growth inOhio was far sloer9 
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3. TRUMP’S HOSTILE APPROACH TO CHINA HAS NOT 
HELPED U.S. WORKERS AND COMMUNITIES 

The COVID-19 pandemic has given 
rise to a blame game between the U.S. 
and China instead of the international 
cooperation needed to cope with the 
pandemic. The tensions in the U.S.-
China relationship have created economic 
instability and fanned nationalist sentiment 
in both countries. This will make a 
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A significant part of the current tension 
between the U.S. and China stems from 
these contrasts between the U.S. market-
led, profit-maximizing approach and 
China’s state-led approach. Today, many 
of the policies that could correct some 
of the most serious problems facing 
the U.S.—including rising inequality 
by class, region and race, huge wealth 
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wealthy. In the decades after World War 
II the plan was less explicit but included 
a broad consensus that the government 
had to manage overall economic demand 
and make up for private sector shortfalls 
when they occurred. It also included 
enormous public investments in education, 
research and infrastructure to increase 
productivity while preparing the workforce 
and laying the groundwork for continuous 
innovation.51 Those plans assumed 
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as Better Factories Cambodia, even after 
the agreement ended. Numerous studies 
have shown significant and sustained 
improvements in working conditions and 
wages under the program.63 

The current U.S. GSP program does not 
cover garments, a product that is often 
the entry level of manufacturing in low-
income countries but that is also the locus 
of extensive labor exploitation. This 
has been a factor in the relatively muted 
effectiveness of U.S. GSP in raising 
labor conditions, because the threat or 
actual withdrawal of benefits does not 
have an impact on this important sector. 
A notable example is Bangladesh, where 
the U.S. withdrew GSP benefits after the 
Rana Plaza factory collapse that killed 

over 1100 apparel workers and revealed 
rampant labor exploitation. However, the 
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Figure 7. The U.S. Relies on Other Countries for Virus Protection  
U.S. trade balance in goods relevant to COVID-19 

Source: UN Comtrade database64 

Major public investment in research and 
development for vaccines and treatments 
to cope with this pandemic—and the 
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Going forward, U.S. trade policy needs to 
encourage rather than restrict competition 
and innovation in the pharmaceutical and 
medical product industries to ensure rapid 
deployment of new treatments and lower 
prices for American and global consumers. 
Moreover, the U.S. and its counterparts 
need the policy space to deploy supportive 
measures that enable the return of 
manufacturing in essential medicines and 
treatments both in the U.S. and elsewhere 
to be able to satisfy global needs.

The Trump administration has also 
been pushing to extend protection to big 
tech platform and data firms that will 
allow them to further consolidate their 
global market share, profits and political 
power at the expense of competition and 
consumer privacy. Trump’s terms prevent 
countries from requiring that data be stored 
within their borders to protect sensitive 
personal and financial data. The terms 
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OVERHAUL RULES ON INVESTMENT, CAPITAL FLOWS, AND TAXES TO 
PRIORITIZE THE PUBLIC INTEREST AND END INCENTIVES FOR OFFSHORING 
JOBS 

U.S. trade and investment policies have 
made it easier for large corporations 
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REBALANCE TAX POLICY 

U.S. policy should also be reformed to 
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