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Introduction
U.S. tariffs on steel and aluminum began a new phase in March 2018 when President Donald Trump
imposed additional duties under Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act of 1962, citing national-
security concerns about domestic metal capacity. The initial measures applied a 25 percent tariff to
many steel imports and a 10 percent tariff to many aluminum imports (White House, 2018). Since
then, the regime has changed repeatedly through exclusions, partner arrangements, tariff-rate
quotas, expanded derivative coverage, and later presidential proclamations. By October 2026, the
relevant policy is substantially broader than the original announcement. An April 2, 2026 proclamation
applied Section 232 tariffs to the full customs value of covered steel, aluminum, and copper products
and set 50 percent duties for many metal products, with lower rates for specified United Kingdom and
U.S.-origin-metal categories. A June 1 proclamation then modified product lists and rates for additional
industrial and agricultural equipment, and further aluminum adjustments followed in July (White
House, 2026a, 2026b). The economic debate therefore concerns both industrial and national-security
objectives and the costs imposed on downstream manufacturers, importers, exporters, and
consumers.

How Section 232 Protection Changes Metal
Markets
A tariff raises the landed cost of covered imports unless foreign suppliers reduce their pre-tariff prices
enough to absorb the duty. This makes domestic metal relatively more competitive and can support
production, utilization, investment, and employment in protected industries. The national-security
argument adds a strategic rationale: governments may value domestic capacity in steel, aluminum,
and copper because these materials are used in defense, energy, transportation, infrastructure, and
industrial equipment. The trade-off is that metals are also inputs for much larger downstream sectors.
Automobile producers, machinery makers, construction firms, appliance manufacturers, food-
packaging companies, energy-equipment suppliers, and aerospace businesses may face higher costs
even when they purchase domestically because U.S. producers can raise prices when foreign
competition becomes more expensive. The U.S. International Trade Commission’s retrospective
analysis of the 2018–2021 measures found that importers bore nearly the full tariff cost; affected
steel and aluminum imports declined, domestic prices and production increased, and production in
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metal-intensive downstream industries fell on average because of higher input prices (USITC, 2023).
Protection therefore creates identifiable beneficiaries and costs rather than one economy-wide effect
moving in a single direction.

What the 2018–2021 Evidence Shows
The USITC estimated that Section 232 tariffs reduced affected steel imports by 24 percent, increased
U.S. steel prices by 2.4 percent, and increased domestic steel production by 1.9 percent from 2018
through 2021. For aluminum, affected imports fell 31 percent, domestic prices increased 1.6 percent,
and production increased 3.6 percent. These results support the claim that tariffs can shift sourcing
toward domestic producers and raise output in the protected sectors. The same study found
downstream costs: prices in the most affected metal-using industries rose by about 0.2 percent on
average and production declined about 0.6 percent, with an estimated $3.5 billion reduction in 2021
output among those industries (USITC, 2023). The commission did not estimate whether these costs
were justified by national-security benefits, nor did it provide a forward-looking verdict about long-
term industrial strategy. That limitation matters. Production effects, investment decisions, defense
resilience, consumer prices, retaliation, and supply-chain relocation operate on different time
horizons. Evidence can therefore describe measurable market effects without resolving the normative
question of how much economic cost a country should accept for strategic capacity.

Retaliation, Allied Supply Chains, and
Administrative Complexity
Metal tariffs also affect diplomatic and supply-chain relationships because important U.S. suppliers
include close allies and highly integrated regional partners. Canada, Mexico, the European Union,
Japan, South Korea, Brazil, and the United Kingdom have at different times received exemptions,
quotas, negotiated arrangements, or special rates. Retaliatory measures have sometimes targeted
politically visible American exports such as agricultural goods, motorcycles, spirits, and other
consumer products, spreading effects beyond industries directly connected to metal production.
Integrated North American manufacturing adds another complication because raw materials and
semi-finished products may cross borders more than once before final assembly. Modern Section 232
administration is therefore more complex than applying one tariff number to all imports. Importers
must identify tariff classification, country of origin, derivative status, customs value, metal
composition where relevant, and the effective proclamation or annex. The 2026 proclamations further
changed these calculations by applying duties to full customs value for many covered products and
differentiating among product categories and specified origins (White House, 2026a, 2026b).
Administrative compliance and uncertainty are consequently part of the policy’s economic cost
alongside the tariff payment itself.
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Prices, Inflation, Investment, and the Dollar
Tariffs can contribute to price pressure, but they should not be treated as a complete explanation of
national inflation. A duty can cause a one-time increase in the price of an imported input and can lift
domestic prices when local producers face less foreign competition. Whether that becomes continuing
inflation depends on later tariff changes, wages, monetary conditions, demand, exchange rates,
supply constraints, and the share of metal in final-product costs. Firms may absorb part of the
increase, redesign products, substitute materials, postpone investment, or shift sourcing. Financial
markets also respond to expectations about retaliation and future policy, but a one-day stock-index
decline cannot establish the long-term effect of a tariff because interest rates, earnings, geopolitics,
and growth expectations move markets simultaneously. Exchange-rate effects are similarly
ambiguous. Trade restrictions can weaken a currency if investors expect slower growth or greater
policy uncertainty, while other conditions can strengthen it. Metal tariffs should therefore be
evaluated primarily through observable sectoral outcomes, investment, resilience, and downstream
costs rather than broad claims that they mechanically determine the stock market, dollar, or overall
inflation rate.

The 2026 Regime and the Policy Trade-Off
The 2026 policy broadened Section 232 treatment beyond the familiar 2018 steel and aluminum
rates. The April proclamation set 50 percent duties on many covered steel, aluminum, and copper
products and certain derivatives, with lower rates for specified United Kingdom products and
derivatives made entirely with qualifying U.S.-origin metal. The June proclamation adjusted product
lists and created different temporary treatment for selected industrial and agricultural equipment,
while a July proclamation further modified aluminum coverage (White House, 2026a, 2026b).
Supporters of this approach emphasize domestic smelting, milling, supply security, investment, and
reduced dependence on foreign capacity. Critics emphasize higher input costs, retaliation, compliance
burdens, and the risk that protecting upstream metals reduces competitiveness of downstream U.S.
manufacturers. These are not mutually exclusive descriptions; both effects can occur at the same
time. The central empirical question is whether added domestic capacity and resilience are large and
durable enough to justify the costs distributed across other sectors. Because the regime changes
through proclamations and annexes, any business decision must also use the current tariff schedule
rather than assuming the 2018 rates remain universally applicable.

Conclusion
U.S. metal tariffs illustrate the distributive nature of trade policy. Section 232 protection has reduced
imports and supported higher prices and production in domestic steel and aluminum, while
independent USITC analysis also documents reduced output in important downstream industries
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because those same metals became more expensive. The policy has evolved from the 2018 steel and
aluminum duties into a broader 2026 regime covering additional products and copper, with 50
percent rates applied to many categories and differentiated treatment for specified origins and
derivative products. National-security and industrial-policy arguments focus on preserving strategic
production capacity, while economic criticisms focus on downstream competitiveness, retaliation,
compliance costs, and consumer-price effects. A neutral assessment should therefore avoid declaring
the policy wholly beneficial or wholly harmful. Its consequences differ across producers, workers,
importers, manufacturers, exporters, and consumers, and national-security benefits are not measured
by the same indicators as short-term production or price changes. The appropriate factual evaluation
is continuing and should compare clearly defined strategic objectives with observed capacity,
investment, costs, and supply-chain outcomes under the tariff rules actually in force.
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