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Letter from the Chair 

Dear Delegates, 

Hello, my name is Max McAuliffe. I am a junior at St. John’s Prep. This is my second 

year in the Model UN club and I have thoroughly enjoyed it. If this is your first conference, 

welcome, and I hope you learn a lot from this debate. Along with being in the Model UN club, I 

am a commentator for some of the Prep’s football games. Enough about me though, this Model 

UN conference focuses on the impending trade war between the United States and other 

countries such as Canada, Mexico, and countries scattered across the European Union. The topic 

is very interesting but also very important as it could shape our economy, along with others for 

years to come. Your job, depending on your position, is to tell whether and how it positively or 

negatively affects this world. I look forward to hearing your arguments and hopefully coming to 

a peaceful resolution on this matter. Remember, while short term gains may be made through 

trade wars, in the long term, no one really wins. Bring your best debates and if you should have 

any questions, you can email me at mmcauliffe20@stjohnsprep.org  

Sincerely,  

Max McAuliffe ‘20 
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Description of the Committee 

Originally created after WWII, the World Trade Organization was created in order to 

avoid future “world war” conflicts and it is the only global international organization dealing 

with the rules of trade between nations. They deal with trade issues on a global level while 

agreements like NAFTA, strictly focus on the North American region, or the Doha Agenda from 

2001, which is focused instead on the trade of developing countries and further allowing them to 

prosper and grow. Each member has of the WTO has equal power to the next and decisions are 

made based on a consensus. At its heart are the WTO agreements, negotiated and signed by the 

bulk of the world’s trading nations and ratified in their parliaments. The goal is to ensure that 

trade flows as smoothly, predictably and freely as possible.”(WTO.org). There are 164 

members/countries in the World Trade Organization and it is a voluntary decision whether or not 

to participate in it. Some countries choose just to observe the World Trade Organization’s 

actions. The WTO negotiates international trade standards and arbitrates trade disputes in order 

to create the stability necessary for investment and business and trade to flourish. Unexpected 

changes in trade practices, such as imposing tariffs, create uncertainty and hurt investment as 

markets become volatile. While WTO members may want to retaliate against violators, the WTO 

discourages this in favor of taking a multilateral approach to all solutions, aiming not to punish 

violators, but rather to resolve issues and keep the markets working. No one wins in a trade war. 

Delegates should explore the workings of the WTO at 

https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/fact1_e.htm  to fully appreciate their 

participation in this committee.  

 

https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/fact1_e.htm


 

Statement of the Problem 

When the president of the United States signed new tariffs into place on steel and 

aluminum imports, it triggered a wave of complaints to the WTO. A veritable Pandora’s Box, 

Canada, Mexico, and a handful of European countries complained that the proclamation is an 

infringement of free trade and an offensive shot at their nations, and the U.S. lodged its own 

counter-complaints with the WTO. Complaints are not only between these trading partners, but 

with and between many others. While tariffs are at the heart of the issue, many other practices 

are involved, such as protecting intellectual property rights and anti-dumping measures. 

(“Dumping” is the international practice of pricing goods extremely low with the intent of 

harming another country’s domestic producers.) To get a good sense of the types of complaints 

filed before the WTO, see https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dispu_e/dispu_status_e.htm. 

The WTO will decide the validity of the tariff claims and seek a resolution. All new tariffs 

should meet the Most-Favored-Nation (MFN), that nations may not discriminate between their 

trading partners, and National Treatment criteria, that nations may not discriminate between 

foreign and local products, established by the WTO, or be abandoned. It is important to 

remember that although U.S. actions may have triggered this discussion, in keeping with WTO 

goals, our meeting will focus on a resolution on behalf of the market as a whole, not on 

retaliation. The WTO must decide whether U.S. tariffs are, indeed, necessary for their national 

security, or an infringement on the international free trade agreement, and must evaluate the 

competing claims of other countries to bring the market into balance. If members perceive 

unfairness in the WTO ruling, they might withdraw from the organization. It is important to 

preserve the WTO. There is no other forum to negotiate trade practices. 

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dispu_e/dispu_status_e.htm


 

 

This chart represents who is affected by the Trump tariffs. *Note this is prior to the exemption being lifted from 
Mexico and Canada, along with the May 1st exemption rule* 
 

Graph by Business Insider                                           Another demonstration of the United States steel imports  

https://piie.com/research/piie-charts/who-affected-trumps-steel-and-aluminum-tariffs
http://markets.businessinsider.com/commodities/news/us-steel-stock-price-trump-tariffs-law-2018-3-1017569108
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/03/01/canada-brazil--but-not-china--will-be-hit-hardest-by-trumps-steel-tariffs.html


 

History of the problem  

To understand the history of the problem, one first must understand the history of the 

World Trade Organization. The World Trade Organization was officially established in 1995, 

however it’s trading system began in 1948. Since 1948, GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs 

and Trade) provided the rules for the system. The General Agreement later “gave birth” to an 

unofficial, international organization, also known as GATT. GATT evolved overtime through 

many rounds of negotiations. 

   Now that you know the history of the World Trade Organization, you can now get into 

the United States and their lengthy history with tariffs. In the 1930s, after the stock-market crash 

of 1929, President Hoover was trying to find ways to get the United States out of the major 

recession. Hoover relied on interventionist programs in his efforts to stimulate the economy and 

keep wages high. Hoover signed the Smoot-Hawley tariff into law in 1930. It was named and 

written by Senators Reed Smoot and Willis Hawley and it raised tariffs on over 20,000 goods. 

This raised tariffs by roughly 40 percent. After the Smoot-Hawley tariff, countries like Canada 

and Italy retaliated in kind with their own punitive tariffs on American goods. This set off a 

domino effect of trade wars across the globe that resulted in a 66% percent decline in total world 

trade from 1929 to 1934. Now the decline was mostly related to the stock market crash as many 

argue that the crash in 1929 sparked this tariff to be signed into law. Both affected the global 

economy greatly as Europe and many other nations were not only hit with the tariffs but also hit 

hard but the stock market crash in 1929.  

A very similar issue would appear during George W. Bush’s administration in the early 

2000s. The United States imposed steel tariffs of up to 30 percent in 2002, in an attempt to shield 



 

the industry from international competition. This policy was on a much smaller scale than the 

Smoot-Hawley tariffs and did not have the same effect, given the narrower scope of the Bush 

tariffs. However, according to a 2003 report from the US International Trade Commission, the 

Bush tariffs still yielded negative results for certain sectors of the American economy, such as: 

49 percent of firms dependent on steel consumption reported difficulties in obtaining steel, 32 

percent of manufacturers, most notably automakers, reported delays in production, 19 percent of 

firms passed increased steel costs to customers. The impact was not just confined to the United 

States. Like clockwork, China, the European Union, Brazil, Japan, and Korea filed grievances 

with the WTO. The WTO later gave these countries the green light to retaliate against the United 

States with sanctions of their own. International backlash was so strong that the Bush 

administration eventually backed down and lifted the tariffs in 2003. 

Despite America’s troubled history of playing with dangerous and destructive tariff 

policies, the Trump administration still seems to believe that it can defy the laws of economics 

by relentlessly pushing for steel tariffs. On March 8th, 2018, President Trump signed new tariff 

proclamations, declaring a hike of 25 percent on steel imports and 10 percent on aluminum 

imports. President Trump stated that the United States was being “assaulted” in trade deals and 

that it was time that the United States received “fairness”. In addition to the tariffs, President 

Trump also stated that he wanted to push reciprocal taxes. Due to the fact that India and China 

charges them fifty percent, Trump stated he wanted to institute a “mirror tax” and stated “They 

charge us 50, we charge them 50”. At first, the GOP was opposed to the tariffs but now allied 

countries to the United States are pushing back against the hikes as well. Countries such as 



 

Canada, Mexico, and the entire European Union stands against the new tariff proclamations and 

have already all counter-acted the President’s actions.  

Jean-Claude Juncker, the European Commision President discussed taking companies and 

exports such as Harley-Davidson motorcycles, Levi jeans, and bourbon as potential targets of the 

retaliatory tariffs they intend to hit the United States with. Juncker also noted that the products he 

cited were made in areas that voted for Mr. Trump in the 2016 election. Canada announced after 

President Trump’s new proclamation that they would implement the same tariffs on steel and 

aluminum.  

Some things to consider: Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act of 1962 (19 U.S.C 

§1862) is one of the only things holding President Trump’s argument together. Section 232 

determines the effects of imports of any article on the national security of the United States. If 

there is a threat to the nation’s security, this allows the President to address any threats to 

national security by restricting imports through tariffs. Something worth talking about is how 

exactly the steel and aluminum presented enough of a security threat to actually merit this action.  

Also, nations have challenged the United States before in the World Trade Organization. Once in 

2002, when President Bush was in office, he imposed a steel tariff, which was challenged by 

many nations. In 2003, the World Trade Organization ruled against the United States and the 

tariffs were dropped. These discussions can take a while, as you may have noticed.  

Something to know: At first, Trump put an exemption on countries such as Canada and 

Mexico, along with others, due to a minuscule threat against the United States. That exemption 

has since then been dropped and those countries have to pay the tariffs just like the rest. Most 

countries however have instituted tariffs to counterbalance Trump’s actions.  

https://www.commerce.gov/news/blog/2018/03/what-you-need-know-about-section-232-investigations-and-tariffs


 

Bloc Positions 

United States, Japan: The US would argue that they’re putting more tariffs on products 

in order to protect American interests and help America domestically. Japan is exempt from 

these tariffs due to their bilateral agreements and talks with the U.S. and therefore should stand 

accordingly. 

Russia, China, Canada, European Union, Mexico, Norway: Countries such as these 

who have been in some way a target of the American tariffs hold strong positions against such 

tariffs and trade practices. Many of these countries have already put tariffs on American goods in 

response. These few countries in particular are leading the problem into the WTO (this 

committee) in an appeal that will decide whether or not the tariffs should be upheld. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Questions to Consider 

● Do the new U.S. tariffs meet the Most-Favored-Nation (MFN) and National Treatment 

criteria established by the WTO? Do the claims the US makes against other countries 

have merit? How should they be resolved to bring the market into balance? 

● To what extent should claims about intellectual property, anti-dumping and other trade 

violations factor into its decision? 

● How exactly, do steel and aluminum presented enough of a security threat to actually 

merit this action. If, not, how can this committee address the national security concerns 

without provoking trade wars in the name of “national security”? 

● Are there other issues underpinning trade complaints ate this point? If so, how can we 

solve them so nations avoid “reactionary” tariffs? 

● How can the WTO enforce its decisions without risking the loss of any members? 

  

  

 

A political cartoon by Medium 

https://medium.com/political-arenas/how-would-milton-friedman-react-to-potential-tariffs-imposed-by-trump-6148d305c142
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