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COVID-19 and Trade 
 
Decades of corporate-centered trade policies that have prioritized private profits 
over healthy communities have made the United States and the world far less 
resilient in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic’s dual public health and economic 
crises. 
 
• The outsourcing of medical equipment and personal protective equipment 

(PPE) manufacturing capacity under free trade policies has left the U.S. and 
other countries vulnerable to shortages. Medical professionals and other 
essential frontline workers have been risking their lives during the COVID-19 
outbreak due to a lack of facemasks, gloves, sanitizer and other protective gear — 
deadly shortages that have also been felt among the wider public. In the twenty 
years between 1999 and 2019, as corporations outsourced more-and-more U.S. 
manufacturing capacity under free trade policies in order to take advantage of low-
cost labor abroad, U.S. trade surpluses in ventilators, other medical equipment and 
test kits turned into trade deficits. Meanwhile, over the same period, the deficit in 
facemasks increased 446%, the deficit in other PPE increased 464% and the deficit 
in disinfectant and sterilizers increased a whopping 3,724%. Most of the active 
pharmaceutical ingredients needed to make medicines are now also imported from 
just two countries. These trends have not only left the United States unprepared to 
upscale production, but they have also left much of the world over reliant on single 
regions — and sometimes even single factories — for critical lifesaving products.  

 
• Many trade agreements contain provisions that lock-in high medicine prices in 

the U.S. and restrict access to medicine abroad — which could slow the 
deployment of COVID-19 treatments. Many trade pacts gift pharmaceutical 
companies with lengthy monopoly periods for prescription drugs, allowing them to 
block competition from low-cost generic medicine manufacturers. These guaranteed 
monopoly rights make it incredibly difficult to lower healthcare costs in the United 
States, and they export high costs abroad — often a death-sentence for people who 
need access to low-cost, lifesaving alternatives. Recent trade agreements also 
mandate an extension of pharmaceutical companies’ original patents if they find new 
uses for existing medications or new combinations of existing medicines. As such, 
new treatments for COVID-19 that incorporate the use of long-known drugs could 
actually be patented — costing consumers and taxpayers alike far more than 
needed, and potentially delaying access to those treatments as a result. 

 
• Recent trade agreements also allow the hoarding of medical data in ways that 

can stifle innovation. During a pandemic like COVID-19, it’s critical that scientists 
share data and other information about the disease and potential treatments with one 
another as quickly as possible. In recent years, pharmaceutical companies have 
been pushing for “trade secrets” provisions in trade agreements that allow them to  
 



	  

 

restrict access to drug testing data and similar information, and that also mandate 
criminal penalties against government officials who share such information with the 
public.  

 
• The global race-to-the-bottom in wages caused by existing trade policies has 

eroded Americans’ economic resiliency in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
In addition to outsourcing over 5 million American jobs, free trade policies have also 
put a very real downward pressure on the wages and benefits of the jobs that are 
left. One study estimates that this reduces the income of the majority of American 
workers by 5.5% — on average, that’s a net $3,467 per household each and every 
year. Imagine how much more ready American families would have been to weather 
the COVID-19 quarantine period if each home had had an extra $35,000 of income 
over the past decade. 

 
Which Way from Here? 
Instead of learning from this tragedy, many corporate interest groups and politicians are 
calling for a doubling-down on dangerous trade policies that have already made global 
health systems and the global economy so vulnerable during a crisis — and are now 
even pushing for new, standard-setting trade agreements that could harm working 
people around the globe even further.  
 
In contrast, civil society groups from 150 nations have called for a pause in trade 
negotiations during the COVID-19 outbreak. Labor, environmental, family farm, faith and 
consumer groups have all argued that governments should instead devote their 
resources to ending the crisis, with many also pointing to the danger of allowing 
corporations to use the pandemic as an opportunity for “shock doctrine” power grabs 
while the public is distracted with more immediate public health and economic survival 
concerns. 
 
When the COVID-19 crisis is eventually abated, it is critical that countries not seek a 
return to “business-as-usual.” Instead, future trade policies should be crafted to meet 
these principles: 
 
• Promote information-sharing, resource deployment and cooperation across borders 

over trade secrets, investor rights and competition, particularly as it comes to 
questions of public health, the environment and development; 

• Allow for public procurement, tariff, investment and other industrial policies that help 
build diverse, resilient supply chains over quasi-monopolies, particularly in the 
creation of goods and services related to weathering future public health, 
environmental and financial crises; 

• Eliminate trade provisions that lock-in monopolies for pharmaceutical companies, 
and allow governments to enact policies that lower medicine prices and provide high-
quality public health services; 

• Increase wages and workplace safety everywhere, including by enacting strong, 
internationally-recognized labor rights standards with swift and certain enforcement 
mechanisms; and 

• Head off the worst of the growing climate crisis by enacting strong, internationally-
recognized climate standards with swift and certain enforcement mechanisms, as 
well as broad agreements that recognize the primacy of international and domestic 
climate policies over corporate profits. 


