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Introduction

Ever since President Richard Nixon’s celebrated trip to Beijing in 1972, the
party out of power has chastised the White House for being “soft on
China”—in security terms, economic terms, or both. In turn, the adminis-
tration insists that it is both tough and diplomatic. In recent times, the
backdrop of a growing bilateral trade deficit ($201 billion in 2005), declin-
ing numbers of US manufacturing jobs (down from 17.3 million in 2000 to
14.3 million in 2005), and increased concerns about national security have
made the familiar drama more acute. The nature of the relationship be-
tween the United States and China may be decades old, but the urgency
of the disputes that arise between them is new.

As China continues its rise as a great power, Congress and the admin-
istration wrestle with one another over the proper tactics and strategies to
shape US-China economic relations. Recent congressional legislative pro-
posals have called for renminbi revaluation, import tariffs, and a larger 
congressional role in reviewing foreign takeovers. One of the recent bills
(HR 4733) calls for the creation of a congressional “trade enforcer” to launch
dispute resolution cases in the World Trade Organization (WTO)—a pro-
posal clearly aimed at China.1

The momentum in Congress in proposing bills regarding US-China 
relations has spurred the administration to offer its own proposals to 
head off unwelcome legislation. In February 2006 the United States
Trade Representative (USTR 2006) released its Top-to-Bottom Review of 

1. See “Democrats Offer Legislation with Eye Toward Trade Deficit Report,” Inside U.S.
Trade, February 10, 2006. Under this bill, the USTR could object to the case, but Congress
could override the USTR.
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US-China Trade Relations, which included a call to “strengthen the Executive-
Congressional Partnership on China Trade.” The USTR promised regular
briefings for congressional members and staff and emphasized opening a
new phase of US-China relations, since China had implemented most (but
not all) of its WTO obligations. The USTR review calls for additional per-
sonnel to create an internal China enforcement task force within the USTR
(USTR 2006). While the review attempts to assuage Congress, it portrays
the administration and USTR as the leaders in shaping US-China trade re-
lations. In this sense, the USTR review in 2006 echoed the Treasury’s ini-
tiatives in 2005 on the renminbi exchange rate.

Forces Larger than China

The US bilateral deficit with China is only part of the US external imbal-
ance with the rest of the world. The US global trade deficit in goods and
services widened from $375 billion in 2000 to $725 billion in 2005.2 In
macroeconomic terms, when a country spends beyond its income—as the
United States has done on a large scale for several years—imports must
exceed exports to absorb the difference between national spending and
national income. The widening US trade deficit between 2000 and 2005
thus reflects lower household savings and higher federal budget deficits.
The rest of the world willingly provides the dollars to finance US spend-
ing habits because the United States is an attractive place to invest (see
box 1.1)—so attractive that the dollar actually strengthened in foreign ex-
change markets for much of the time that the trade deficit grew. If the
United States did not have a growing bilateral trade deficit with China, it
would have experienced larger trade deficits with other countries. 

Job losses in the manufacturing sector are part of an even longer trend
as the United States increasingly becomes a services economy. Since 1950,
the proportion of US jobs in the manufacturing sector has dropped from
about 31 to 12 percent. But the absolute decline between 2000 (17.3 million
workers) and 2005 (14.3 million workers) was particularly brutal, and
many firms and workers laid the blame squarely on China.3

2 US-CHINA TRADE DISPUTES

2. The US current account deficit in 2005 was wider still, at $805 billion, since it includes uni-
lateral transfers as well as commercial trade in goods and services.

3. For examples of US concern over China’s role as a manufacturing hub, see Shenkar (2004)
and Morici (2006); see also Ernest H. Preeg, The Emerging Chinese Advanced Technology
Superstate, Statement before the US-China Economic and Security Review Commission,
Washington, April 21, 2005.
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INTRODUCTION 3

Box 1.1 US manufacturing and the US trade deficit 

The main causes of the US trade deficit—or more precisely, the US current account

deficit ($411 billion in 2000, rising to $760 billion in 2005)—are low national sav-

ings and a strong dollar. US household savings remain modest: 2.3 percent of dis-

posable personal income in 2000 and 20.4 percent in 2005. Moreover, the federal

budget surplus of $230 billion in 2000 turned into a deficit of $318 billion in 2005.

When the United States has a trade deficit, it is concentrated in manufactured

goods, mainly because manufactures are the most readily traded sector of the

economy and account for about 80 percent of US exports and imports. In 2005 the

US trade deficit in manufactures was $541 billion.

The trade deficit is not the main reason for job losses in the manufacturing in-

dustries.The main reasons between 2000 and 2003 were recession (a drop in quar-

terly US purchases of manufactured goods from $479 billion to $462 billion

between 2000Q4 and 2003Q2) and rising manufacturing productivity (accelerat-

ing from 3.4 percent annually in 1990–95 to 4.1 percent annually in 1995–2000 to

4.9 percent annually in 2000–2005). Net US manufactured imports increased from

$396 billion in 2000 to $541 billion in 2005. If one assumes that each additional 

$1 billion of domestic manufacturing output creates 2,620 jobs and that each 

$1 billion increase in net imports corresponds with a $1 billion destruction of do-

mestic manufacturing output, then the increase in the annual manufactures trade

deficit (of $145 billion) might be blamed for almost 400,000 manufacturing job

losses between 2000 and 2005 (see appendix table A.1). Using a less mechanical

methodology, Martin Baily and Robert Lawrence (2004) estimate that about

256,000 US manufacturing jobs (15 percent of the total) were lost due to rising net

imports during 2000–2003.

Both estimates assume that a US manufacturing trade deficit causes a decline in

US manufacturing output. However, this assumption is not validated empirically. In

fact, our estimates, based on 1990 and 2005 quarterly data, reject the hypothesis

that a deterioration of the trade balance is correlated with a contraction of manu-

facturing output at the 5 percent significance level. In fact, the negative coefficient

reported in equation 2 in appendix table A.1 indicates that a larger US manufac-

turing trade deficit generally corresponds with higher, not lower, US manufactur-

ing output.This can be readily explained by the dominant force of rising and falling

national income in driving both US imports of manufactures and US output of

manufactures. To summarize, the political arithmetic that equates trade deficits

with job losses is either exaggerated or plain wrong (see appendix table A.1).

Source: Baily and Lawrence (2004).
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China in Global Trade and Investment

China’s role in global trade is often overlooked. In 2005 China surpassed
Japan as the world’s third-largest importer and became the world’s sixth-
largest economy, ahead of Italy and behind France.4 Also in 2005 China
became the world’s third-largest exporter, and two-way trade with China
accounted for at least 13 percent of world trade expansion that year. The
emergence of China as an economic power has been a boon for commod-
ity producers. China is currently the world’s second-largest consumer
and importer of oil, after the United States and ahead of Japan, and its de-
mand for crude oil is projected to grow by 4 percent annually over the
next decade.5

Also not often appreciated is the openness of the Chinese economy,
measured by the trade-to-GDP ratio, or imports plus exports divided by
GDP. The current trade-to-GDP ratio for China is about 70 percent. By
comparison, Japanese and US trade openness ratios were about 20 percent
each in 2004.6 Another indication of Chinese openness is the ratio of for-
eign direct investment (FDI) stock to GDP.7 The figure for China in 2004
was 42 percent, for Japan, 2 percent, and for the United States, 20 percent. 

US-China Bilateral Trade Friction

Since its accession to the WTO, China has become the United States’ third-
largest trading partner and the sixth-largest market for US exports. Be-
tween 2000 and 2005, US imports from China rose from $100 billion to 

4 US-CHINA TRADE DISPUTES

4. In December 2005 the Chinese government revised its GDP growth estimates to better
measure its rapidly growing services sector. According to its measures, the Chinese economy
reached about $1.98 trillion in 2004 at the market exchange rate. Andy Xie, a Morgan Stan-
ley economist, believes that China’s GDP could reach $10 trillion and be as large as that of
the United States by 2020. See Lardy (2005); James Areddy, “China Boosts GDP Rates to Re-
flect Services Gains,” The Wall Street Journal, January 10, 2006; and Xie (2003a). 

5. In 2005 China accounted for half of global consumption of cement and 27 percent of steel.
China alone accounted for 30 percent of the growth in world oil demand in 2004. See “The
Commodities Bonanza from China,” Asiamoney, February 1, 2004; and “Asia’s Oil Equation:
Managing Demand Is As Important As Securing Supply,” Financial Times, June 28, 2005.

6. Based on IMF’s International Financial Statistics database, January 2006. See Yasheng
Huang, Is China Playing by the Rules? Free Trade, Fair Trade, and WTO Compliance, Testi-
mony before the Congressional-Executive Commission on China, Washington, September
24, 2003. 

7. Based on GDP at current exchange rates from the IMF’s World Economic Outlook database
(April 2005) and UNCTAD’s World Investment Report (2003). Yasheng Huang argues that the
inefficiencies of the Chinese economy make China unusually open to foreign trade and FDI.
See Yasheng Huang, Is China Playing by the Rules? Testimony before the Congressional-
Executive Commission on China.
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$243 billion, while US exports to China climbed from $16 billion to $42 bil-
lion.8 The steady reduction of Chinese trade barriers over the last two
decades facilitated the growth of Chinese exports as well as imports.9 The 
expansion of US-China commerce delivers lower prices to American con-
sumers and producers and enables both countries to use their resources more
efficiently. Despite the benefits on both sides of the trade equation, most US
politicians view the bilateral deficit in purely negative terms.

Several caveats apply to evaluating the size and balance of US-China
trade. Even though China runs a large bilateral trade surplus with the
United States—about $201 billion in 2005—according to US statistics 
it runs a trade deficit with the rest of the world, most notably about 

INTRODUCTION 5

8. US merchandise exports to the rest of the world rose from $697 billion in 2000 to $765 bil-
lion in 2005 (USITC Dataweb, March 2006). 

9. In unweighted average terms, Chinese tariffs declined from 55.6 percent in 1982 to 12.3
percent in 2002 (IMF, World Economic Outlook, 2004). In accordance with Lerner’s (1936)
teaching that import tariffs act as export taxes, the progressive reduction of Chinese import
duties facilitated the rapid growth of Chinese processing industries using imported inputs. 

Table 1.1 US trade with the world and current account balance,
1999–2005 (billions of dollars)

Total Total
merchandise trade services trade

Goods and Current
US US US US services account

Year importsa exportsb imports exports trade balance balanced

1999c 1,017 642 184 266 –293 –300

2000c 1,205 712 209 285 –417 –416

2001c 1,133 666 206 275 –398 –389

2002c 1,155 630 212 282 –455 –475

2003c 1,250 651 228 296 –531 –520

2004c 1,460 727 263 328 –668 –668

2005c 1,662 804 322 378 –802 –725

a. Imports for consumption.
b. Domestic exports.
c. According to Bureau of Economic Analysis statistics, which differ from US International Trade
Commission statistics, US merchandise imports for 2005 were $1,675 billion and exports were $896
billion.
d. The current account balance differs from the goods and services trade balance mainly because
of unrecorded flows of goods and services.

Sources: Merchandise trade: USITC Dataweb, 2006; services trade: Bureau of Economic Analysis,
2006.
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$48 billion in 2005 with its Asian partners (tables 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3).10

China’s deficit with its Asian partners reflects its growing role as a final
assembler in Asian production networks, one direct consequence of
which is that the US bilateral trade imbalance with China rises as its trade
imbalance falls with other Asian countries, especially Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, Korea, and Japan. Goods assembled from imported parts and
components account for about 55 percent of China’s total exports and 
65 percent of Chinese exports to the United States.11 In 2005, according to
its own official data, China’s trade surplus represented only 2 percent of
China’s GDP. However, US observers are skeptical of official Chinese
trade statistics; unofficial US sources put China’s trade surplus at 6 to 7
percent of GDP (Goldstein and Lardy 2005, Bergsten et al. 2006).

Another common explanation for the rising US bilateral trade deficit
with China is that China limits market access. Although China’s tariffs are
higher than those of its peers in the Organization for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development, its tariffs remain among the lowest of any devel-
oping country. In 2004 the average level of tariffs was about 10.4 percent,
but the effective tariff ratio was only 2.2 percent (Bergsten et al. 2006).

The comparison between China and Japan is instructive. Since 1981,
Japan has run global current account surpluses, often very large. Begin-

6 US-CHINA TRADE DISPUTES

Table 1.2 US-China trade, 1999–2005 (US statistics, millions of dollars)

Merchandise trade Services trade Goods and
services

Year US importsa US exportsb US imports US exports trade balance

1999c 82 13 3 4 –68

2000c 100 15 3 5 –82

2001c 102 18 4 6 –82

2002c 125 21 4 6 –102

2003c 152 27 4 6 –123

2004c 196 33 6 7 –162

2005c 243 39 7 7 –201

a. Imports for consumption.
b. Domestic exports.
c. Services trade estimated using 2000–2004 growth trend.

Sources: USITC Dataweb, 2006; Bureau of Economic Analysis, summary data for private services
trade by area and country, 1992–2004.

10. The rise in Chinese imports from the surrounding region reflects its growing importance
as a manufacturing hub for reexports (IMF, World Economic Outlook, 2004). 

11. C. Fred Bergsten, “Clash of the Titans,” Newsweek, international edition, April 24, 2006.
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ning in 1993 China ran modest global current account surpluses, though
they have soared recently.12 Much of China’s accumulation of foreign ex-
change reserves corresponds to inward flows of portfolio capital and FDI,
not trade surpluses.13 While Chinese exports accounted for nearly 7 per-
cent of total world exports in 2004, they are still less than Japan’s record
of 10 percent in 1986 (see table 1.4 for a comparison of China’s export
growth with that of other Asian economies).14

However, the US bilateral deficit with China is now greater than it
was at its 2000 peak with Japan. In 2000 the US bilateral trade deficit with

INTRODUCTION 7

12. While China has a trade surplus with the United States ($201 billion in 2005) and runs a
huge trade deficit with the rest of the world ($82 billion in 2004), Japan has a large trade sur-
plus with both the United States ($83 billion in 2005) and the rest of the world ($45 billion in
2004). See Lawrence Lau, Is China Playing by the Rules? Free Trade, Fair Trade, and WTO
Compliance, Testimony before the Congressional-Executive Commission on China, Wash-
ington, September 24, 2003.

13. Chinese “hot money” capital inflows dropped in the second half of 2005 after the small
appreciation, but as of mid-2006, they are again flowing at a brisk rate in anticipation of an-
other, larger revaluation. Flows could exceed $10 billion a month. For the 2003–05 story, see
“Portfolio Investment in China: Cooling Down,” The Economist, January 28, 2006. 

14. See “Is The Wakening Giant A Monster?” The Economist, February 13, 2003. Chinese ex-
ports are based on the China Ministry of Commerce statistics database, 2005, and world ex-
ports on IMF, World Economic Outlook, 2005.

Table 1.3 China’s merchandise trade balance with selected partners,
2004 (Chinese statistics, unadjusted, billions of dollars)

Region/country Exports Imports Trade balance

Hong Kong 100.9 11.8 289.1

United States 125.0 44.7 280.3

European Union 107.2 70.1 237.0

Australia 8.8 11.6 –2.7

Russia 9.1 12.1 –3.0

Association of Southeast
Asian Nations 42.9 63.0 –20.1

Japan 73.5 94.4 –20.9

Korea 27.8 62.3 –34.4

Taiwan 13.6 64.8 –51.2

Total 593.4 561.4 232.0

Source: China Ministry of Commerce 2005 data.

1361.ch01.qxd  8/9/06  10:37 AM  Page 7

Institute for International Economics  |  www.iie.com



Japan was $85 billion, about 0.9 percent of US GDP. In 2005 the US bilat-
eral trade deficit with China was $201 billion, about 1.6 percent of US
GDP. At its highest point in 1986, the ratio between US imports from
Japan and US exports to Japan was 3.0. The comparable ratio for US trade
with China in 2005 was 5.8, implying that US exports to China must grow
nearly six times as fast as US imports from China to narrow the gap in
dollar terms. Between 2000 and 2005, US exports to China increased by
163 percent, while US imports from China grew by 143 percent.15 US ex-
ports grew faster than imports but not nearly fast enough to narrow the
dollar gap.

After China joined the WTO in December 2001, trade complaints were
temporarily put on hold. The grace period is now over as US manufac-
turers and labor unions scramble to file complaints. Congress has joined
the fray, introducing more than 15 new bills against Chinese practices
since January 2005 (appendix table A.2). The complaints range from the un-
dervalued renminbi, China’s slow progress in meeting WTO commitments,
and standards for assessing countervailing duties to concerns about na-
tional security. This book catalogues and evaluates the main complaints
now on the table.

8 US-CHINA TRADE DISPUTES

Table 1.4 Comparison of China’s export growth with 
other Asian economies

Average annual
Number real export

Country/group Perioda of years growth rate (percent)

Korea 1960–9500 35 21.5

Japan 1954–8100 27 14.2

China 1978–2004 26 13.7

Newly industrialized economiesb 1966–9700 31 13.1

Malaysia 1968–9600 28 10.2

a. Periods of sustained export expansion, ending when the three-year moving average export rate
declined below 10 percent.
b. Hong Kong, Korea, Singapore, and Taiwan.

Sources: IMF’s Direction of Trade Statistics, 2005; Prasad and Rumbaugh (2003).

15. It should be mentioned that, during 2000–2005, US exports to the rest of world increased
by only 10 percent.
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Overview of Trade Disputes

Table 1.5 summarizes, in a very rough way, the major trade frictions now
preoccupying authorities in Washington and Beijing. The first two columns
show the relevant trade coverage, expressed as a share of bilateral trade 
using US trade statistics.

Within specific sectors, ongoing disputes loom over textiles and cloth-
ing. After the Multi-Fiber Arrangement expired on January 1, 2005, and all
quotas were lifted, China faced mounting opposition from US industry
lobbies that sought to curb the potential flood of cheap Chinese textiles
and clothing. Bilateral textiles and clothing disputes quickly expanded

INTRODUCTION 9

Table 1.5 Summary of US-China trade disputes, 2005

Potential
reduction

in US-China
Share of Share of US-China bilateral

US imports US exports trade balance trade deficit
from China to China (billions (billions

Dispute (percent) (percent) of dollars) of dollars)

Renminbi revaluation
(20 percent)a 100e 100e –185.3 236.1

Textiles and clothingb 15e 1e –19.3 25.1

Furniturec 40e 1e –15.4 23.7

Semiconductorsd 3e 5e 21.0 20.3

Color television setsc 9e 0e –2.0 20.5

Total imports
(billions of dollars) 2222.9 2189.6

Total exports
(billions of dollars) 2237.6 250.1

Total trade balance
(billions of dollars) –185.3 –139.5

a. See text for explanation. This is a high-end estimate and assumes a $24 billion reduction in im-
ports and a $12.2 billion increase in exports.
b. Assuming that the November 2005 bilateral textiles and clothing agreement exerts five times the
effect of limits imposed earlier on brassiere imports.This may be a low estimate of future restraints.
c. Assuming that the highest penalty duties (24 percent) apply to all imports.
d.The 13 percent value-added tax preference for domestic semiconductors was eliminated in April
2005.
e. Whether the dispute is over US imports, US exports, or both.

Sources: Office of Textiles and Apparel, US Department of Commerce, 2004; USITC Dataweb, 2004.
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from brassieres to include quotas on socks, woollen pants, cotton shirts,
sweaters, and knit fabric, to name the most important. To compromise, a
new US-China textile trade agreement was hammered out, which came
into force on January 1, 2006. Under the new bilateral agreement, Chinese
exports of 21 categories of textile and clothing are capped, but the new
quotas progressively expand through 2008, when they expire. As a very
rough guess, the new agreement might reduce US imports by $5 billion
annually.

A corollary to the textile and clothing dispute is persistent concern
about Chinese labor practices. At the time this policy analysis was going to
press, the AFL-CIO re-filed a petition with the Bush administration asking
for retaliation against allegedly unfair Chinese labor practices. While the
original 2004 petition gained little ground, the AFL-CIO lodged similar 
allegations in its new petition filed in June 2006. According to the latest 
petition, China encourages minimal labor standards and violates workers’
rights by suppressing strikes and prohibiting independent unions. As a
consequence of the alleged practices, the AFL-CIO calculates that Chinese
companies can reduce their labor costs by an estimated 47 percent, which
in turn enables Chinese exporters to enjoy higher profit margins at the ex-
pense of their US competitors. The petition assumes that appropriate Chi-
nese government enforcement of workers’ rights will raise manufacturing
and labor costs and thus export prices of goods shipped to the United
States. The petition ignores the benefits accruing to US consumers from ac-
cess to cheaper Chinese imports and the spur that competition from China
provides to American companies to boost their own productivity.16

Other key disputes include antidumping duties on wooden bedroom
furniture and color television sets, which together may discourage up to
$4 billion of US imports from China, although this is probably a high es-
timate. If China ends its tax discrimination against semiconductors as
promised, US exports might increase by $0.3 billion. Finally, a solution to
the new auto parts dispute might add another $300 million to US exports. 

The largest and most important dispute, however, is over the ren-
minbi exchange rate. It affects all US imports from China and all US ex-
ports to China and has repercussions throughout Asia. As a crude and
probably high estimate, resolving the dispute along the lines advocated
by US officials might reduce the bilateral trade deficit by $60 billion to $80
billion—a figure that, even if somewhat exaggerated, dwarfs all other trade
disputes combined. The exchange rate clearly dominates other disputes 
in its quantitative impact, and that is where a discussion of current US-
China economic relations must begin.

10 US-CHINA TRADE DISPUTES

16. See Steven Greenhouse, “A.F.L.-C.I.O. Files a Trade Complaint Against China’s Labor
Practices,” The New York Times, C1.
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