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2020 were 130 percent higher for masks and respirators and 272 percent higher for 
protective garments. As terrible as things were early in 2020 when China’s decline 
in net exports left many countries exposed, China’s increasing exports over the rest 
of 2020 likely helped medical workers around the world save many lives. 

4. WHAT HAPPENED IN EUROPE

As the pandemic spread globally in early 2020, conditions in Europe began 
to deteriorate. In February Italy experienced a spike in cases; Spain and other 
European countries also suffered, and policymakers panicked. On March 3 France 
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Figure 3
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Though the price of some EU PPE exports increased considerably (figure 3, 
panel b), the price increase for masks and respirators as well as protective garments 
was not nearly as high as for Chinese exports (see again figure 2 and table 2). This 
raises the question of whether the EU export monitoring system allocated PPE—in 
short supply globally—through a mechanism that was less responsive to price.

5. WHAT HAPPENED IN THE UNITED STATES
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stubbornly took many weeks to decide; for example, USTR did not grant temporary 
exclusions for masks and respirators until March 17.17 

Figure 4
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6.3 Import problems and policy



https://www.dropbox.com/s/6ua7j979dbqb045/masks_final_n_HF_NA.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/6ua7j979dbqb045/masks_final_n_HF_NA.pdf?dl=0
https://www.ammaunited.org/post/the-majority-of-u-s-mask-manufacturing-will-go-offline-in-60-days-2-647-jobs-already-lost
https://www.ammaunited.org/post/the-majority-of-u-s-mask-manufacturing-will-go-offline-in-60-days-2-647-jobs-already-lost
https://direct.mit.edu/rest/article/doi/10.1162/rest_a_01032/98198/Collective-Reputation-in-Trade-Evidence-from-the
https://direct.mit.edu/rest/article/doi/10.1162/rest_a_01032/98198/Collective-Reputation-in-Trade-Evidence-from-the
https://www.piie.com/publications/working-papers/us-china-trade-war-and-phase-one-agreement
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/covid-19-chinas-exports-medical-supplies-provide-ray-hope
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/eu-limits-medical-gear-exports-put-poor-countries-and
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/eu-limits-medical-gear-exports-put-poor-countries-and
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/trumps-trade-policy-hampering-us-fight-against-covid-19
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/covid-19-trumps-curbs-exports-medical-gear-put-americans-and
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/covid-19-trumps-curbs-exports-medical-gear-put-americans-and


24�WP 21-11  |  JULY

Bown, Chad P. 2020e. China should export more medical gear to battle COVID-19. PIIE 
Trade and Investment Policy Watch, May 5.

https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/china-should-export-more-medical-gear-battle-covid-19
http://www.customs.gov.cn/customs/302249/302266/302267/2961602/index.html
http://www.customs.gov.cn/customs/302249/302266/302267/2961602/index.html
https://www.c-span.org/video/?469633-1/lawmakers-question-hhs-secretary-azar-coronavirus-preparedness-2021-budget
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:L:2020:077I:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:L:2020:077I:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:L:2020:077I:TOC
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/press/index.cfm?id=2123
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/press/index.cfm?id=2123
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s42214-020-00075-5
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s42214-020-00075-5
https://cepr.org/file/9477/download?token=nfOJwrh_
https://cepr.org/file/9477/download?token=nfOJwrh_
https://oversight.house.gov/news/press-releases/new-document-shows-inadequate-distribution-of-personal-protective-equipment-and
https://oversight.house.gov/news/press-releases/new-document-shows-inadequate-distribution-of-personal-protective-equipment-and
https://oversight.house.gov/news/press-releases/new-document-shows-inadequate-distribution-of-personal-protective-equipment-and
https://www.phe.gov/about/sns/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.phe.gov/about/sns/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.honeywell.com/us/en/press/2020/05/honeywell-expands-face-mask-production-in-europe-with-new-manufacturing-line-in-the-united-kingdom
https://www.honeywell.com/us/en/press/2020/05/honeywell-expands-face-mask-production-in-europe-with-new-manufacturing-line-in-the-united-kingdom
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-03-05/China-denies-banning-export-of-face-masks-OCoDrF1ako/index.html
https://doi.org/10.20955/wp.2020.010
https://doi.org/10.20955/wp.2020.010
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_20_178
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_20_178
https://www.wsj.com/articles/china-tightens-customs-checks-for-medical-equipment-exports-11586519333#:~:text=China%20will%20subject%20ventilators%2C%20surgical,equipment%20made%20in%20the%20country


https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2020/03/11/new-trade-barriers-could-hamper-the-supply-of-masks-and-medicines
https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2020/03/11/new-trade-barriers-could-hamper-the-supply-of-masks-and-medicines
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3077428/netherlands-recalls-600000-face-masks-china-due-low-quality
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/58102/ontario-partners-with-federal-government-and-3m-canada-on-new-n95-respirator-manufacturing-facility
https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/58102/ontario-partners-with-federal-government-and-3m-canada-on-new-n95-respirator-manufacturing-facility
https://2017-2021.state.gov/the-united-states-announces-assistance-to-combat-the-novel-coronavirus/index.html
https://2017-2021.state.gov/the-united-states-announces-assistance-to-combat-the-novel-coronavirus/index.html
http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2020-03/06/content_5488021.htm
http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2020-03/06/content_5488021.htm
http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2020-03/06/content_5488021.htm
https://www.3m.com/3M/en_US/company-us/coronavirus/
https://www.3m.com/3M/en_US/company-us/coronavirus/
https://news.3m.com/English/press-releases/press-releases-details/2020/3M-Response-to-Defense-Production-Act-Order/default.aspx
https://www.usitc.gov/publications/332/pub5145.pdf
https://www.usitc.gov/publications/332/pub5145.pdf


26�WP 21-11  |  JULY

APPENDIX

Appendix Table 1
Personal protective equipment and HS product codes
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Appendix Table 3
US imports of PPE in 2019 and 2020, by product and source




