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TRUMP’S TRADE POLICIES THREATEN US CHEMS
 

By Al Greenwood   9 NOVEMBER 2016

His trade policies could be damaging. 

Trump wants to withdraw from the Trans-Pacific  
Partnership (TPP) and to demand immediate renegotiation 
with the members of the North American Free Trade  
Agreement (NAFTA). If Canada and Mexico do not agree 
to renegotiate, then Trump will notify them that the US 
intends to withdraw from the agreement. 

He will direct the US Secretary of Commerce “to identify 
every violation of trade agreements a foreign country is 
currently using to harm our workers, and also direct all 
appropriate agencies to use every tool under American and 
international law to end these abuses.”

He specifically targets Mexico, the second largest market 
for US chemicals after Canada. Trump said he would  
“eliminate Mexico’s one-side backdoor tariff through the 

VAT and end sweatshops in Mexico that undercut US 
workers”. 

Trump would pursue trade cases against China both in 
the US and in the World Trade Organization (WTO), he 
said. He would also “use every lawful presidential power 
to remedy trade disputes if China does not stop its illegal 
activities”. 

Trade duties could help some petrochemical markets that 
have faced intense competition from exports – such as  
epoxy resins, polycarbonate (PC), polyethylene  
terephthalate (PET) and styrene butadiene rubber (SBR). 

But on balance, restrictions could hurt the industry. In 2014, 
the US had a trade surplus in every major class of  
chemical, outside of pharmaceuticals and agricultural 
chemicals. 

President-Elect Donald Trump’s policies provide the chemical 
industry with few benefits outside of energy production. 
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https://www.donaldjtrump.com/policies/trade/
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Trade will become even more important once companies 
begin operating new polyethylene (PE) plants in the US. 
From the time these companies announced their  
projects, they expected to export a significant amount of 
their output. 

Regarding NAFTA, Mexico is a large export market for 
US PE, gasoline and natural gas. For Mexican producer 
Mexichem, imports of vinyl chloride monomer (VCM) have 
become all the more important following the explosion of a 
plant at the Pajaritos complex in Coatzacoalcos, Mexico. 

The purpose of the joint-venture cracker that Mexichem is 
building with Occidental Chemical (OxyChem) is to  
provide low-cost feedstock to produce VCM, which  
Mexichem would then ship outside of the US to produce 
polyvinyl chloride (PVC) at its plants in Latin America. 

The damage inflicted by possible trade restrictions could 
extend beyond plastics. 

Enterprise Products is now exporting polymer grade 
propylene (PGP) from its hydrocarbons terminal on the 
Houston Ship Channel. 

The company is also considering building an ethylene 
export facility at its terminal at Morgan’s Point in Texas. 

Further upstream, the US is now the world’s largest  
exporter of liquefied petroleum gas (LPG). In addition, 
Enterprise and Sunoco Logistics are now exporting ethane 
overseas. 

In regards to energy policy, Trump favours increased  
hydrocarbon and coal production. He wants the US to  
develop its “untapped shale, oil and natural gas reserves” 
and open onshore and offshore leasing on federal lands.

Also, Trump would “declare American energy dominance a 
strategic economic and foreign policy goal of the US”.

Trump said he would reduce barriers to what he called 
responsible energy production, although he did not specify 
what these barriers are.

For pipelines and other energy-infrastructure projects, he 
wants a reliable and streamlined process. 

This could help the companies that build pipelines, since 
they already face a web of regulations from a variety of 
agencies. 

For regulations in general, Trump would like to remove 
those that are deemed intrusive or harmful to employment. 

Because of the general nature of the statement, it is  
unclear if Trump would remove some of the regulations 
that benefit parts of the chemical industry. 

Over the years, rising fuel-efficiency standards have 
encourage automobile producers to replace heavier metal 
parts with lighter ones made from polymers and  
composites. 

Energy-efficiency standards for homes, offices and  
appliances increased demand for spray  
polyurethane-foam, one of the best insulators in the  
market. 

Trump did not address these programmes in his policy 
briefings, so it is not known if he will continue pursuing 
them or eliminate them as part of a larger drive to simplify 
regulations. 

The industry as a whole should benefit from Trump’s  
infrastructure proposals.

The roads and bridges in the US certainly need  
improvement. The nation’s infrastructure received a near 
failing grade of a D+ by the American Society of Civil  
Engineers (ASCE). 

Such projects could not only increase demand for  
chemicals, they could also lower shipping costs. 
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