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IS NOW THE TIME TO PICK UP THE PLOWSHARE:
Personal reflections on Covid-19 and the Trade Peace
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As markets in the United States tremble with anxiety, oil
prices tumble, and the World's economy is seemingly
paralyzed by the continued threat of the Covid-19
outbreak — doing more damage to world economies than
the Trade War of 2018-2019 ever did - the US and China
may be well served by taking this opportunity to work
together in stemming the tide of the current health and
economic crisis. For two years, the US policy towards China
has been to attack the largest trading relationship in the
world by levying increasingly more harmful tariffs. In turn,
China has returned volley with its own retaliatory tariffs on
US goods. This economic chess match left everyone in its
wake reeling from uncertainty and shook the global order
to its core, including the World Trade Organization (WTO).
Now, the Covid-19 outbreak portends to worsen the
global economic situation. The United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development predicts that world growth
this year will be below 2.5%, a recessionary threshold.
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One continuing remnant from the Trade War is the heavy
air of distrust that remains prevalent between China and
the US. Recent accusations on both sides over Covid-19
have only fueled mistrust, and focused more on what
separates us than joins us — economically, socially, and
culturally.
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Today, however, as Covid-19 makes its way from China
to the United States, as well as Europe, other parts of
Asia, and more than 109 countries or territories in less
than four months, we are witnessing just how
interconnected we have become. As the World Health
Organization formally declares this crisis a pandemic
and attempts to amass a global response, the US and
China are only one step removed from 2 years of a
Trade War that still ripples through international trade
circles. When January emerged, the future was bright
for a better trading relationship, but with the emerging
health crisis emanating from China, commitments
made in the historic Phase 1 Trade Agreement have
become impossible without structural changes. Today,
old stereotypes, agendas and accusations are again
fueling what separates us.
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As the Trump administration urges and cajoles the
financial and market playmakers in the US to starve off a
possible recession and pushes for traditional stimulus
approaches (cuts to interest rates, payroll taxes and the
like), President Trump has yet to re-think his position on
tariffs vis a vis China. Remember, it was not too distant
in the past when the markets jumped dramatically at
the slightest swift of good news over the Trade War.
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What would such a move to suspend or even cut tariffs
do today to encourage the markets, and throttle the
engine of production in the US and China? As China
dramatically needs an economic shot in the arm now (if
for no other reason than to prevent dumping in Q3),
what would a true détente on the trade front do to
simulate the economy in the US, drive the markets back
and perhaps more importantly, send a true message to
China that we are all in this global crisis together?
Think of the possibilities that such a noble gesture
might engender globally, even if the US would be a
direct beneficiary. Could trust be regained? Could we
begin to realize that we have the same goals, which
include bringing our children into a better, safer world?
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Within the last few days, the USTR, at the President’s
direction, took action to reduce tariffs on certain goods
from China (namely, cleansing wipes, specimen
containers, exam gloves, medical gowns and the like).
Done to little fanfare, this act demonstrates really how
inter-dependent we are — even reliant on each other for
the little necessities of mutual survival. Perhaps now is
the time to go further and truly deal with the trade
conflict to keep commerce moving and the exchange
of solutions unimpeded. Just perhaps: “they shall beat
their swords into plowshares.”
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