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Guns, Growth, and Steel:
The Fates of Indiscriminate 

Protectionists and the Net Present 
Value of Being Liked 

“Absolutely Unacceptable.” Canadian Foreign Minister Chrystia 
Freeland reacted firmly to the initial news of President Trump’s 
intention to impose tariffs on steel and aluminum imports. The 
move, revised this week, was executed under an often forgotten 
sixties-era trade law that permits the US President to unilaterally 
impose tariffs under the pretence of a national security threat. 
Panic quickly reverberated its way through North American news 
media, as union leaders, executives, and pundits all clamoured to 
warn of a Trade War and to clarify that they were, in fact, not 
good, nor easy to win.  

In the Canadian political echo chamber, a two-week long saga filled 
with hopeless predictions, finger-pointing, and ultimately; a deep 
exhale, has since followed. 

At first, what was particularly jarring, was the completely 
indiscriminate nature of the tariffs proposed. Despite claims of 
taking a “measured and targeted approach,” Canada—the United 
States’ largest provider of both primary goods in question and a 
net importer by nearly $2 billion of American steel—would have 
been subjected to the same hurtful duties as other countries. This 
included China, the catalyst for mercantilist trade practices and 
the more apparent economic rival to the United States.  

This blanket ‘equal treatment’ is necessary, argued White House 
trade official Peter Navarro. Any exemption granted to Canada 
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would quickly unravel the effectiveness of any 
protections, as others countries would inevitably 
lobby for similar favouritism, he told CNN. Mr. 
Navarro, a former Democrat and protectionist 
hardliner, could soon assume an even greater role 
in the administration amid the protest-resignation 
of Gary Cohn. In separate comments to 
Bloomberg a week later, Navarro incredibly 
explained that his job as an economist was to 
“provide the underlying analytics that confirm 
[the President’s] intuition.”  

Panic North of the border was inevitable. 
Canada’s exports of steel and aluminum last year 
were valued at $5.5 billion and $9.3 billion 
respectively, with Canadian steel comprising over 
15 percent of overall imports. Moreover, as 
primary inputs, any expected disruption to the 
market for steel and aluminum was bound to have 
downstream ramifications on dependent 
industries. Indeed, stock performance in the 
United States immediately fell following the news. 
S&P 500 baseline index declined 1.3 percent, with 
a more significant drop in the industrial sector of 
1.9 percent. Shares of noteworthy American firms 
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like Boeing and GM naturally fell too. 
Meanwhile, shares of Stelco Holdings, a leading 
Canadian steel producer, plunged by a 
remarkable 6.1 percent and Canadian Oil 
producers also suffered in the immediate reaction.  

While in-step with the trade skeptical instincts 
that have defined the year-old Trump 
administration, the proposed tariffs would have 
been among the most substantive protectionist 
actions taken against Canada thus far. 
Recognizing this, the Canadian response seemed 
to take a more emotive tone than in previous 
disputes. Alongside mulling retaliation with 
tariffs of their own, Canadian officials were also 
quick to link the disruption of cross-border steel 
trade to the sanctity of age-old alliances and 
military cooperation between the two countries. 
“As a key NORAD and NATO ally […],” the 
released official statement began, “[…] Canada is 
a safe and secure supplier of steel and aluminum 
for U.S. defence and security. Canada is 
recognized in U.S. law as a part of the U.S. 
National Technology and Industrial Base related 
to national defence.”  

Although steel and aluminum are clearly essential 
for military production and nearly no observer 
would conclude Canadian exporters to be “threats 
to American national security,” the immediate 
invocation of the alliance seemed more personal 
than merely correcting an obviously false claim. 
Perhaps rightfully so. In Canadian-American 
bilateral relations, the personal is proving to be 
just as vital as the economic. 
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For now at least, Canada has been spared. In an 
announcement on Thursday, the White House 
quieted the fears of Canadian officials as well as 
those of Paul Ryan and many Republicans, in 
declaring that both Canada and Mexico would be 
exempt from the tariffs for the time being. To be 
sure, this refinement of policy was not an isolated 
change of heart. Since the moment the threat 
emerged, Canadian lawmakers at all levels have 
lobbied furiously behind the scenes to secure an 
exemption. In the short span of a week, Prime 
Minister Trudeau spoke with President Trump in a 
widely-reported phone call, Canadian Ambassador 
to the United States McNaughton took dinner with 
McMaster, and Ministers Freeland, Carr, Sajjan, 
and Garneau all spoke with personnel surrounding 
the American President.  

This flurry of ‘shotgun-engagement,’ reaching 
numerous points of contact south of the border, is 
very consistent with the approach Canada has 
taken on NAFTA re-negotiations thus far. Premiers 
and Governors, former Prime Ministers, Mayors 
and executives from both countries, have 
aggressively sought to communicate the importance 
of friendship, and the statistics underlying one of 
the largest commercial relationships in the world. 
The strategy hasn’t gone unnoticed. Late last 
month, Trump decried Canada as “very smooth” 
and deceptive in its handling of the trade file with 
the United States. 

This perception doesn’t seem widely-held, however. 
While Canadian officials frantically made their 
pitch, the outcry from both Republicans and 
Democrats also supporting an exemption for 
Canada was clear and forceful. Moreover, as Scott 
Gilmore points out, a recent Gallup poll showed 
Canada to be the most admired country by 
Americans, achieving a whopping 94 percent 
approval rating. While it is still unclear whether 
the tariffs that weren’t will reappear as NAFTA 

talks continue, and it is close to impossible to 
predict what new harsh protections the White 
House might introduce in the future, for Canada 
right now, it pays to be liked. 
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