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Maine Pointe’s quick guide on tariffs: 
Insights to protect your supply chain
For many business leaders, 2019 has been characterized by a mix of opportunity, uncertainty and 
frustration. But, as the year draws to a close, there is some light on the horizon. As we look forward 
to the new year, here is our roundup of the last month’s events along with some practical advice to 
help turn your supply chain into a competitive weapon in 2020.

US–China
December 13, President Trump signed off on a phase one deal to pause the protracted US-
China trade war. As a result, the tranche 4B tariffs on $150bn worth of Chinese exports slated 
for December 15 have been suspended indefinitely. In addition, the US has agreed to reduce the 
tranche 4A tariffs, which came into effect in September, from 15% to 7.5%. In return, China has 
promised to make “substantial additional purchases of U.S. goods and services in the coming 
years”. The US Trade Representative (USTR) confirmed the deal in a press release but has not yet 
provided details of the quantities or types of goods involved. President Trump has suggested they 
will include agriculture, manufacturing, energy and some protections for US intellectual property. 
The president has also said that phase two negotiations will begin immediately.

Further reading:
What’s in the US-China Phase One Trade Deal – and What’s Not, Fortune
US-China Agreement Fact Sheet, USTR

US–Mexico–Canada
After more than a year of negotiations between the Trump administration and House Democrats, a 
deal has finally been reached on the modified USMCA trade agreement. The aim of the agreement, 
as stated by the United States Trade Representative is to “modernize the 24-year old NAFTA into 
a 21st Century, high- standard agreement.” Representatives from the US, Canada and Mexico 
signed off the revised agreement on December 11 in Mexico City. The US business community has 
welcomed the news and is urging Congress to bring the bill to a vote quickly. The agreement will 
also need to be approved by Canada and Mexico.

Details of the revised agreement can be found in  the United States Trade Representative’s  
USMCA factsheet.
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https://fortune.com/2019/12/16/us-china-phase-one-trade-deal-contents-tariffs/
https://ustr.gov/sites/default/files/US-China-Agreement-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://ustr.gov/trade-agreements/free-trade-agreements/united-states-mexico-canada-agreement/fact-sheets/modernizing
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United Kingdom
A decisive victory for the Conservative party in the December 12 general election has paved the way for Prime Minister, Boris Johnson 
to formally take Britain out of the European Union on January 31. A period of intense negotiations will follow the withdrawal, as the 
UK looks to secure a trade deal with the EU without extending the transition period beyond the end of 2020. At the same time, Prime 
Minister Johnson will be eager to meet President Trump and strike the “massive” post Brexit trade deal the president has pledged.

Further reading: 
Brexit: What Happens Now? BBC News.

The year ahead for supply chains
As we enter 2020, there is reason for cautious optimism. We may soon see the partial resolution of three of the biggest supply 
chain uncertainties of the last two years but the global outlook remains unstable, with the IMF warning that the global economy is in 
“synchronized slowdown”. Volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (VUCA) in the supply chain are here to stay and, as the 
pace of change across every sector of every industry continues to accelerate, businesses need to be able to continuously improve, 
transform and constantly reinvent themselves to remain competitive. In this fast-paced environment, it is imperative that all business 
pursue a digital supply chain transformation strategy that delivers visibility and reduces ambiguity. At the heart of this strategy is 
optionality from a supplier and manufacturing footprint perspective so, when uncertainty occurs, you have the agility to move from 
one solution to another. The question for executives going into to 2020 is clear. How prepared is your supply chain for the challenges 
and opportunities that lie ahead?

Get the latest tariffs insights  
from Maine Pointe
You can find previous issues of this 
bulletin as well as updates on the latest 
tariffs news, views and insights in the 
tariffs quick guide on our website

If you would like to talk about any points raised in this bulletin, contact us for a no-obligation 
discussion email: info@mainepointe.com

We launched Maine Pointe’s tariffs bulletin in August 2018 to provide a concise monthly overview of the latest news on 
tariffs, trade agreements and Brexit negotiations. For 2020, we are moving to a quarterly bulletin which, while still keeping 
you informed of the latest news and views, will include targeted updates for your specific industry.
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Maine Pointe’s quick guide on tariffs: 
Insights to protect your supply chain
Maine Pointe’s tariffs bulletin provides a regular update on the latest developments in the ongoing 
international trade war. We look at how geopolitical uncertainties are forcing organizations to 
transform their global supply chains to mitigate against the escalating threat posed by price 
increases and protectionism.

The US and China
Presidents Trump and Xi met at the G20 summit in Osaka on June 29. As a result, the two agreed 
to call a truce, resume trade talks and hold off on the 25% tariffs the US was threatening to impose 
on an additional $300Bn of Chinese goods. President Trump declared negotiations were “back on 
track,” a statement he appeared to back up by agreeing to allow US companies to resume selling 
tech to Chinese giant Huawei (a major concession on the president’s part). The US announced that, 
in return, China has agreed to buy American farm products, although no details were disclosed.

This is not the first time in the year-long trade war that the two leaders have declared a ceasefire 
only for negotiations to get derailed over trade and technology. As a result, tariffs watchers have 
greeted the news with cautious optimism

The US and the EU
In July 2018 President Trump and EU President Jean-Claude Juncker agreed to work together 
toward zero tariffs, zero non-tariff barriers, and zero subsidies on non-auto industrial goods.

However, in the twelve months since that joint declaration, little progress has been made. 
Negotiations finally began in May 2019 but as the US has made it clear that any deal must include 
agricultural goods and the EU has made it equally clear that it won’t accept any deal that includes 
them, the outlook for an agreement is not too positive.

Brexit
Following three unsuccessful attempts to persuade the UK Parliament to pass the EU Withdrawal 
Agreement Bill, Prime Minister Theresa May finally bowed to pressure and announced her resignation 
on May 24. Since then, the focus has been on leadership elections within the majority Conservative 
party. The party’s new leader, and the UK’s new prime minister, takes over on July 23 and has until 
October 31 to  either negotiate and pass a new withdrawal agreement or leave the European Union 
without a deal.
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Maine Pointe’s quick guide on tariffs: 
Insights to protect your supply chain
Maine Pointe’s tariffs bulletin provides a regular update on the latest developments in the ongoing 
international trade war. We look at how geopolitical uncertainties are forcing organizations to 
transform their global supply chains to mitigate against the escalating threat posed by price 
increases and protectionism.

The US and China
In a series of tweets on August 1, President Trump confirmed that the US will make good on its 
threat to introduce 10% tariffs on the “tranche four” list of $300Bn worth of Chinese imports.  
The timing of the announcement came as a surprise to many given the latest ceasefire has only 
been in place since Presidents Trump and Xi met in Osaka at the end of June. This latest round 
of tariffs will come into effect on September 1. It will cover a number of sectors that have not 
previously been affected and include categories such as footwear, apparel and toys, which will 
directly impact US consumers.

The rhetoric continued to heat up in the wake of this announcement when, following a 1.4% drop in 
the yuan, the US Treasury branded China a “currency manipulator.” In response, China accused the 
US of “deliberately destroying international order.”

At the time of writing, trade talks between the US and China are expected to go ahead as planned 
in September with President Trump still confident that a “significant trade deal” can be done. In the 
meantime, the US manufacturing industry is bracing itself for a bottom-line impact which will be 
reverberate across the entire supply chain.

Click here to view list of items affected in tranche four.

The US and the EU
On July 25, one year after President Trump and EU President Jean-Claude Juncker agreed to 
work together toward zero tariffs, zero non-tariff barriers, and zero subsidies on non-auto industrial 
goods, the EU Commission presented its progress report. The statement lists a number of areas 
where headway has been made, including a significant increase in EU imports of liquified natural 
gas (LNG) and soya beans from the US and productive discussions on cooperation and standards. 
However, the report confirms discussions on eliminating tariffs on industrial goods have still not left 
the starting blocks.
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Maine Pointe’s quick guide on tariffs: 
Insights to protect your supply chain
As new tariffs and continuing geopolitical uncertainties unsettle global markets and fuel concerns 
of a global recession, Maine Pointe’s tariffs bulletin provides a regular update on the latest 
developments. We consider how, in a business environment where uncertainty is the only certainty, 
organizations can transform their global supply chain to protect against the growing threat posed by 
price increases and protectionism.

The US and the EU
On October 2, the WTO ruled in favor of the US in its 15-year battle with the EU over illegal 
subsidies for aircraft manufacturers, Airbus and Boeing. This has opened up a new chapter in the 
trade wars that are depressing the world’s economies. The ruling gives the US the right to introduce 
tariffs on $7.5Bn of imports from the EU from October 18. Hours after the WTO decision, the US 
Trade Representative announced plans to introduce tariffs of 10% on EU aircraft parts and 25% 
on a range of other products including clothing, cheese, whisky and wine mostly imported from 
France, Germany, Spain and the United Kingdom.

Click here to see full list of affected products

WTO law prohibits the EU from imposing retaliatory tariffs. However, later this year trade arbitrators are 
expected make a separate ruling allowing the EU to impose duties on US imports. This is a result of the 
WTO’s finding that Boeing received billions of dollars of illegal subsidies from the US. In anticipation of 
this, the bloc has released a preliminary list of $12Bn worth of US goods it plans to target.

The US and China
The thirteenth round of trade talks between the US and China took place in Washington on October 10 
and 11. The talks resulted in a “phase one deal” that will go some way to easing trade tensions. The 
agreement will include Beijing agreeing to buy between $40-50Bn in US agricultural products and will 
address financial services and technology theft. In return, the US will postpone its plans to increase tariffs 
from 23% to 30% on $250Bn of Chinese goods from October 15. However, the agreement falls short of 
a comprehensive deal and, according to US Trade Representative, Robert Lighthizer, does not affect the 
15% tariffs on $160Bm of Chinese goods set to go into effect on Dec 15.

Brexit
As the October 31 Brexit deadline looms, the UK and the EU bloc seem no nearer to reaching an 
agreement. Legislation passed by Parliament to prevent a no deal Brexit requires Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson to request a further extension if a new deal doesn’t emerge from the EU leader’s summit on 
October 17-18. Unless this request is made, and approved by all 27 EU members, the UK will leave 
without a deal on Halloween.
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About Maine Pointe 
Maine Pointe, a member of the SGS Group, is a global supply chain and operations consulting firm trusted by many chief executives and private 
equity firms to drive compelling economic returns for their companies. We achieve this by delivering accelerated, sustainable improvements in 
EBITDA, cash and growth across their procurement, logistics, operations and data analytics. Our hands-on implementation experts work with 
executives and their teams to rapidly break through functional silos and transform the buy-make-move-fulfill digital supply chain to deliver the 
greatest value to customers and stakeholders at the lowest cost to business. We call this Total Value Optimization (TVO)™.

Maine Pointe’s engagements are results-driven and deliver between 4:1-8:1 ROI. We are so confident in our work and our processes that we  
provide a unique 100% guarantee of engagement fees based on annualized savings. www.mainepointe.com

Maine Pointe Practical Insights

Maine Pointe’s quick guide on tariffs: 
Insights to protect your supply chain
As tariffs and geopolitical uncertainties continue to unsettle global markets, Maine Pointe’s tariffs 
bulletin provides a regular update on the latest developments. We consider how, with the right 
planning, organizations can weather the storm and emerge stronger, leaner and more competitive.

The US and China
October’s positive discussions between the US and China led to optimism that a ‘phase one’ trade 
deal may be completed in November. On November 5, The Financial Times reported that the US 
may be willing to remove some of its tariffs on Chinese goods in order to halt the trade war. Two 
days later, a spokesman for the Chinese government said the two countries had agreed to remove 
tariffs in phases, “as progress is made on the agreement.”

However, hopes that an initial deal is imminent were later dented when President Trump made it 
clear that an agreement has not been reached and he will not agree to eliminate tariffs. Trump told 
reporters, “They (China) would like to have a rollback, I haven’t agreed to anything. China would like 
to get somewhat of a rollback – not a complete rollback, because they know I won’t do it.” If the 
ongoing talks fail to produce an agreement, the US is set to introduce tariffs on the remainder of the 
tranche four list from December 15. 

Click here to see the complete tranche four list.

The US and the EU
Last month, the US introduced tariffs of 10% on EU aircraft parts and 25% on a range of other 
products imported mainly from France, Germany, Spain and the United Kingdom. While not 
unexpected, the move did little to improve the fractious relationship between the US Administration 
and its European trading partners. The EU has not yet finalized a list of US goods it plans to hit with 
retaliatory tariffs and, under WTO rules, will be unable to enforce any measures until June next year 
at the earliest. 

November 4 saw the opening of the World Trade Organization’s investigation into the complaint 
raised by the EU against US tariffs on steel and aluminum. The EU is calling for the tariffs to be 
withdrawn, while the US case hinges on the exemption from global trade rules the WTO allows in 
cases of national security. The ruling is not expected in the final quarter of 2020.

Despite these ongoing disputes, some positive news has come out of the on-off trade talks 
between the EU and US, with Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross saying the US may not need to put 
tariffs on European autos.
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-46393399
https://www.mainepointe.com/cxo-quick-guide-to-tariffs

