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National Taxpayers Union Foundation (NTUF) is a non-partisan research and education
organization dedicated to showing Americans how taxes affect them. Policymakers often use
innocuous phrasing referring to tariffs on foreign countries – for example, “tariffs on China” or
“tariffs on France.” But tariffs are in fact taxes on American workers who buy imported goods.
We appreciate this opportunity to comment on how these tariffs affect U.S. workers, particularly
those whose voices have historically been disregarded in order to appease politically powerful
interest groups.
U.S. Trade Representative Katherine Tai requested that the U.S. International Trade
Commission (USITC) investigate the potential distributional effects of goods and services trade
and trade policy on U.S. workers by skill, wage and salary level, gender, race/ethnicity, age, and
income level, especially as they affect underrepresented and underserved communities,
including Black, Latino, and LGBTQ+ persons.1 This investigation provides an opportunity for
the USITC to document how U.S. trade restrictions, including those maintained by the Biden
administration, continue to inflict harm on underrepresented and underserved communities.
In 1947, NAACP founding member Oswald Garrison Villard observed:
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The essential immorality of the tariff is that it constitutes class legislation in the interest of
relatively small minorities – manufacturers, farmers, etc., and thus creates specially
favored, privileged groups. It is immoral for any democratic government to use its power
to aid some and not all of its citizens. Tariffs not only put the government into partnership
with certain classes, but compel the government to levy upon all citizens who use the
goods that are protected in order to line the pockets of the producers.2
NTUF urges the USITC to consider the following observations.
Women, African Americans, and Hispanic Americans tend to support trade and oppose
tariffs. While many people claim to speak on behalf of various demographic groups, opinion
surveys of how Americans feel about trade are revealing:
●
●
●
●

71 percent of non-whites and 57 percent of females view trade as more of an opportunity
for economic growth than a threat.3 (2022)
71 percent of Hispanics and 53 percent of Blacks say free trade agreements have been
a good thing for the United States.4 (2015)
52 percent of women think increased tariffs with trading partners will be bad for the
United States.5 (2015)
66 percent of Hispanics and 59 percent of African Americans say the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) has been good for the United States. 6 (2017)

These groups’ pro-trade views have consistently been stifled by politically connected groups
that benefit from tariffs.
Tariffs are regressive taxes on American workers. There is no shortage of studies, including
from the USITC, documenting the impact of U.S. tariffs on poverty. For example:
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●
●
●
●

“[T]ariffs fall disproportionately on the poor.”7 (2018)
“[T]ariffs function as a regressive tax that weighs most heavily on women and single
parents.8 (2017)
“Tariffs are easily the most regressive of all U.S. taxes, forcing the poor to pay more than
anyone else.”9 (2022)
“[T]he lowest income consumers, families with young children, and women have paid a
disproportionately high cost for recent U.S. trade wars.10 (2021)

Since workers are also consumers, U.S. tariffs are a regressive tax on the American labor force.
Eliminating tariffs would represent a progressive tax cut, benefiting low-income families the
most.
Predictably, low-income Americans prospered as the United States slashed tariffs. From
1989 to 2017, just before U.S. tariffs began to rise, the real income of the poorest one-fifth of
U.S. households increased by 73.9 percent as tariffs were cut in half.11 12
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Figure 1: Real Average Household Income After Taxes and Transfer Payments vs.
Average U.S. Tariff Rate

Current U.S. trade policies often run counter to the Biden administration’s stated efforts
to advance equity and diversity.13 Consider two examples of U.S. trade policy and their
impact. The Biden administration and its predecessors have maintained a variety of tariffs and
other barriers designed to benefit steel producers at the expense of American steel users. 14 In
addition, for decades the federal government has prohibited the use of foreign-built ships to
transport cargo domestically. Each of these barriers disproportionately benefit white, male
workers at the expense of others.
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Figure 2: Female and African American Steelworkers and Shipbuilders (2021)

When Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo and U.S. Trade Representative Katherine Tai
boasted of the Biden administration’s efforts to protect the U.S. steel industry, and when
Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg endorsed the protectionist Jones Act and its
shipbuilding restrictions, they failed to mention that these actions primarily benefit a relative
small number of predominantly white, male union workers at the expense of every American
worker who makes or uses goods containing steel or who ships goods domestically.15 16
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According to the Coalition of Metal Manufacturers and Users, over 6.2 million Americans work in
industries that use steel, while the steel industry employs only 141,700 workers.17 A study from
The Trade Partnership found that for every steel and aluminum industry job that could be gained
through tariffs, 16 jobs would be lost, and two-thirds of the losses would be inflicted on
Americans with production and low-skill jobs.18 Economists Kadee Russ and Lydia Cox
estimated that the number of jobs in U.S. industries that use steel or inputs made of steel
outnumber the number of jobs involved in the production of steel by roughly 80 to 1.19
But the overall cost of steel tariffs is even more insidious, since these barriers inflate the price of
cars, appliances, and anything else made with steel for more than 122 million U.S.
households.20
U.S. trade policy excludes input from non-union workers. Congress has established several
advisory committees to ensure that U.S. trade policy reflects U.S. public and private sector
interests from a variety of different perspectives. One of these, the Labor Advisory Committee
for Trade Negotiations and Trade Policy, is supposed to represent the views of U.S. workers
from a wide range of economic sectors that are affected by international trade policy. The
committee’s charter claims that “the need to obtain divergent points of view on issues before the
Committee is of great importance to the development of the Committee’s recommendations.”21
However, despite representing just 11.6 percent of the U.S. private sector labor force, unions
comprise 100 percent of the membership of the Labor Advisory Committee. 22 23 The Biden
administration has denied the opportunity for more than 120 million American workers who are
not represented by labor unions to be represented on the Labor Advisory Committee.
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Figure 3: No Non-Union Workers Allowed on USTR Labor Advisory Committee (2021)

Trade barriers harm retail workers, who are disproportionately Black, Hispanic, and
female. U.S. trade barriers increase the cost of many of the goods retail workers sell, reducing
their earning power, while also increasing the cost of goods they buy.
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, retail workers are more likely to be Black, Hispanic, or
female relative to the overall U.S. labor force.24 To provide one specific example, in 2021, the
average U.S. import tax for imported clothing was 14.7 percent.25 In addition to representing a
regressive tax on the U.S. labor force as a whole, taxes on imported clothing particularly harm
female, Hispanic, and Black or African American workers, who account for a significant chunk of
clothing store employment.
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Figure 4: Excessive Apparel Tariffs Penalize Clothing Store Workers (2021)

Trade barriers impose costs on LGBTQI+ workers. Gay and lesbian persons largely work in
industries that do not directly benefit from U.S. trade barriers.26 As a result, the impact of U.S.
trade policy on these workers may be even more negative than the impact of trade barriers on
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the population as a whole. On average, they are less likely than other workers to benefit from
tariff protection, while still being on the hook for inflated prices for high-tariff goods.
U.S. tariffs are biased against female workers. The current tariff schedule applies higher tariff
rates to women’s clothing than to men’s, the only question is how discriminatory the tariffs are.
According to a 2015 study, the average tariff on clothing for females was 15.1 percent, while the
average tariff on clothing for males was just 11.9 percent.27 A USITC study concluded that the
differential was even greater, calculating that the tariff burden on women’s clothing was nearly
twice as high as the tariff burden on men’s clothing.28 Any examination of the impact of tariffs on
U.S. workers should include a closer look at how the tariff code discriminates against female
workers.
Buy American mandates inflate costs and reduce the benefit of federal projects. Buy
American laws and regulations require the government to pay inflated prices for domestically
produced goods even when more affordable supplies are available from abroad. President
Dwight D. Eisenhower commented: “[I]t is improper policy, unbusinesslike procedure and unfair
to the taxpayer for the Government to pay a premium on its purchases.”29 Scholars at the
Peterson Institute for International Economics have calculated that Buy American policies cost
taxpayers $94 billion as of 2017.30
Unfortunately the Biden administration has chosen to impose costly new Buy American
mandates, apparently without even conducting a preliminary analysis on how these restrictions
would affect U.S. workers or underserved communities.31
Perhaps that’s because such an analysis would be likely to show they will result in a
combination of higher costs for taxpayers, a constrained ability to fund new federal projects, and
fewer opportunities for U.S. workers to supply projects undertaken by foreign governments.
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Recommendations:
NTUF encourages the USITC to further examine how protectionist policies may harm
underrepresented Americans in order to benefit those in specially privileged groups. In the past,
the USITC provided annual reports on the impact of U.S. import restraints, often referencing the
regressive impact of tariffs. The USITC should reinstitute these annual reports, including an
analysis of how U.S. import barriers affect underserved persons. It is our hope that accurate
analysis from the USITC will encourage the Biden administration and Congress to pursue a
worker-centered policy that reduces the damage tariffs inflict on Americans.
While beyond the purview of the USITC, NTUF further recommends that, to address the
concerns raised in the Biden administration’s request letter, the Office of the U.S. Trade
Representative (USTR) should include a breakdown of U.S. barriers to international trade and
investment in its annual National Trade Estimate report on trade barriers. These barriers are
often the most costly to U.S. workers, and unlike foreign barriers, the federal government has
the ability to eliminate them without engaging in prolonged international negotiations. USTR
should also reconstitute its Labor Advisory Committee for Trade Negotiations and Trade Policy
to represent all segments of the U.S. labor force and not just union workers.
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