The truth about U.S. exports: They are growing post-NAFTA
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Last year, the U.S. exported goods worth $1.5 trillion. That’s nearly double the total from 1994, the year NAFTA took effect: $804 billion, expressed in 2015 dollars

It’s indisputable: Free trade agreements have helped shutter some U.S. factories.

This also is indisputable: U.S. exports have grown since the implementation of free trade deals such as the North American Free Trade Agreement:

Wait, what?

Yes, it’s true. When adjusted for inflation, the dollar value of goods exported by the U.S. has grown for decades, although it has dipped in a “v” pattern during recession years. In fact, 2015 was the first year since 2011 in which we didn’t hit a  record.

Last year, the U.S. exported goods worth $1.5 trillion, according to the Bureau of Economic Analysis. That’s nearly double the total from 1994, the year NAFTA took effect: $804 billion, expressed in 2015 dollars.

U.S. export growth has come from all around the country — even from Detroit.

At three plants in Holly, 54 miles northwest of the Motor City, workers assemble Magna International’s rear- and front-view cameras for cars, shipping them to 181 plants in North America, Europe, South America and Asia. Just eight years ago, at the low point of the global recession and decline in auto sales, Magna had only 80 workers there, at one plant.

Overall, according to an analysis by the nonpartisan Council on Foreign Relations, NAFTA has had a small but positive impact on the U.S. gross domestic product — a fraction of a percent — or several billion dollars each year. It has opened new markets to U.S. products even as some manufacturing operations have suffered in the U.S.

American workers have an edge — one that is helping to secure jobs and spur exports. Americans may earn higher wages, but companies are often willing to pay that because we have a productive workforce, thanks to everything from our education level to our health care.

"American workers are productive. ... Our first-time quality is that much better," said Jeff Gary, general manager of Magna's electronics division. "We are very open with our employees about that. They know what they are competing against, and they know what they have to do and they do it."

Of course, U.S. imports also have grown — faster than exports have, growing our trade deficit. That’s because of cheaper labor overseas, increased competition in a global world — and, yes, trade deals.

Those imports have helped to create jobs, said Michael Hicks, an economist at Ball State University in Muncie, Ind. When NAFTA took effect in 1994, the U.S. boasted 16.8 million manufacturing jobs. As of July, it had 12.3 million.

Many of those lost jobs have been replaced by jobs in logistics — handling the smorgasbord of international goods that are now part of the American lifestyle as they move from planes, ships, rail cars and trucks to warehouses and to stores.


Imports have also opened the American worker to a world of cheaper goods. Think plastic Happy Meal toys instead of a paper hat. Think inexpensive home goods, like those sold at Target. Think clothing affordable enough to refresh your wardrobe with the latest styles.

The overall effect? A higher standard of living, economists say.

But to many American workers, that improvement is overshadowed by the fear or reality of a layoff.

“Our main issues are to take our country back from the globalists,” said Aaron Weisser, a union electrician from St. Clairsville, Ohio, near the border with West Virginia. In recent years, Weisser has been laid off or has had to travel to find work. “We want jobs for the middle class,” he said.

Consider that only 10% of American workers are employed in manufacturing. At least half of those people risk being put out of work from competition from imports, said Douglas Irwin, an economist at Dartmouth University.

“For those workers, it doesn’t matter that it’s only 10%. If your job is under threat, you have a potential for a very big loss,” Irwin said. “Those who lose their jobs, they have a much bigger stake in it. The gains are very thin and spread over a large group of people.”

Many of the jobs lost in manufacturing couldn’t turn into export or even domestic-market jobs again, Hicks said. U.S. wages are too expensive.

“If the Mexicans or Chinese are not making Happy Meal toys, that doesn’t mean Americans are going to make them,” he said. “It means they’ll be too expensive.”
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