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American medical gear being exported to other countries could be subject to seizure by customs 

agents under the terms of an executive order President Donald Trump issued last week. 

The new policy is intended to bolster domestic supplies of face masks, protective gloves, and 

other equipment that might be in short supply. But this myopic approach is likely to leave 

everyone—Americans included—with less of what they need to fight the coronavirus. 

Following Trump's April 3 executive order, U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and the 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) released a joint statement saying they would 

be "working together to prevent domestic brokers, distributors, and other intermediaries from 

diverting these critical medical resources overseas." If necessary, CBP would "detain shipments" 

of personal protective equipment, including N95 face masks, surgical masks, surgical gloves, and 

other medical-grade gear "for use within the United States." 

The U.S. thus joined dozens of other countries in implementing restrictions on the free flow of 

medical equipment. Data collected by Simon Evenett, a professor of international trade at the 

University of St. Gallen and the coordinator of research for Global Trade Alert, show 102 new 

limits on the export of medical gear imposed by 75 different governments since the beginning of 

the year.* 

This sort of "zero-sum behaviour risks inflicting an unconscionable human toll," the publication 

warns. 

On the surface, cutting back exports in the midst of a national public health crisis might seem 

like the logical thing to do. America is facing critical shortages of medical supplies, including 

face masks and ventilators, so it feels wrong to be exporting equipment and gear right now. 

Unfortunately, that response is short-sighted—and potentially devastating for American health 

care workers. The United States relies on global supply chains to provide much of what's being 

used to fight the coronavirus, and cutting off exports will only encourage our trading partners to 

do the same. 

"At a time of frightening shortages of vital medical equipment to fight the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the Trump administration has taken bold, decisive action—to make the shortages 

worse," writes Chad Bown, a senior fellow with the Peterson Institute for International 

Economics. He points out that America exported about $1.1 billion worth of medical equipment 

in 2019, but also imported more than $6 billion. 

https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/speeches-and-statements/cbpfema-joint-statement-defense-production-act-ppe
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/covid-19-trumps-curbs-exports-medical-gear-put-americans-and


Indeed, other policies adopted by the Trump administration during the coronavirus outbreak 

recognize the importance of global trade. Last month the White House lifted its 

counterproductive tariffs on medical gear imported from China. Project Airbridge is using 

military flights to bring medical supplies directly into the United States from other countries. But 

you can't expect other countries to continue trading with you if you don't also trade with them. 

"The Trump administration must allow companies to export, because that is what ensures 

America's access to imports," writes Bown. "And imports are critical to America's fight against 

the ravages of this horrible disease." 

To see how raising barriers to trade can hurt Americans during a pandemic, look at the recent 

spat between the White House and Minnesota-based 3M Corporation. Best known for making 

sticky notes and other stationery products, 3M also happens to be one of the world's largest 

suppliers of respiratory face masks—including the medical-grade N95 masks for which demand 

is surging amid the COVID-19 outbreak. 

Earlier this month, Trump tried to cut-off the company's face mask exports to Canada. Peter 

Navarro, the White House's top trade advisor, told The New York Times that 3M lacked "pride 

and patriotism" because it continued to export masks to one of America's closest allies. 

3M fired back by noting that the special type of wood pulp that 3M needs to make surgical 

masks comes from…yes, Canada. "Ceasing all export of respirators produced in the United 

States would likely cause other countries to retaliate and do the same, as some have already 

done," the company pointed out in a statement. "If that were to occur, the net number of 

respirators being made available to the United States would actually decrease." 

The way to get more medical equipment for American health care professionals is not cutting off 

trade. It's boosting production—here, and everywhere else. Thankfully, the market is doing 

exactly that, even as governments try to raise unnecessary and counterproductive barriers. The 

mill where 3M sources that special wood pulp is working overtime to boost production, allowing 

3M to double its monthly mask-making output since January. 

As the world continues to deal with the ever-evolving coronavirus pandemic, trade is essential to 

making sure that limited supplies are distributed to the places where they are needed most. 

"Countries are going through this crisis on different schedules. Some are at their peak. Some are 

not," says Simon Lester, associate director of the Cato Institute's Center for Trade Policy Studies. 

"We might be helped by our own export restrictions, but we'll be hurt by somebody else's 

retaliation." 

Export restrictions only make sense if you're unable to understand the obvious consequences of 

that policy. Of course, Navarro once promised that other countries wouldn't respond to the 

Trump administration's tariffs, and we know how that worked out. 

 

https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/politics/trump-seeks-to-block-3m-mask-exports-and-grab-masks-from-its-overseas-customers/ar-BB128k2C?ocid=hplocalnews
https://www.vancouverislandfreedaily.com/business/nanaimos-harmac-mill-works-to-fill-doubled-pulp-order-for-medical-masks-and-gowns/
https://news.3m.com/blog/3m-stories/3m-response-defense-production-act-order
https://www.cato.org/blog/trump-administration-joins-rush-restrict-medical-supply-exports
https://twitter.com/MorningsMaria/status/969584638514679810
https://theweek.com/speedreads/782615/trump-trade-adviser-peter-navarro-insisted-no-country-dare-retaliate-trumps-tariffs-wrong

