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 n Thousands of Iowans work for 
U.S. affiliates of foreign compa-
nies ranging from Aegon Insur-
ance and Adecco Staffing to 
Siemens Engineering and UBS 
Financial Services.

 n Over 340,000 Iowans are 
employed in the wholesale, retail, 
and truck or rail transportation 
industries, moving and sell-
ing goods made in the U.S. and 
around the world.

 n According to the U.S. Interna-
tional Trade Administration, 
107,000 Iowa jobs are supported 
by exports.

 n Some reports indicate that 
trade agreements like the North 
American Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA) have reduced the 
number of jobs in Iowa. In fact, 
since NAFTA took effect, the state 
has added over 200,000 net new 
private-sector jobs.

Abstract
International trade and investment support thousands of Iowa jobs. 
Because of international trade, consumers can enjoy fresh fruits and 
vegetables in the middle of winter, and agricultural producers can 
export to consumers around the world. Iowa’s elected officials should 
support policies that give Americans the freedom to buy the best goods 
at the best prices.

Hundreds of thousands of Iowans rely on international trade 
and investment for their jobs. the benefits of international 

commerce used to be reflected in the voting record of the state’s 
congressional delegation, which overwhelmingly supported the 
North American Free trade Agreement (NAFtA) and the uruguay 
Round trade agreement. However, support was split for more recent 
trade agreements with Colombia, Panama, and south Korea in 2011.

u.s. trade barriers protect politically well-connected companies 
from competition while driving up prices for consumers. Iowa’s 
congressional delegation can best represent the state’s interests by 
opposing protectionist policies.

Imports Create Jobs and Benefit Consumers
Over 340,000 Iowans are employed in the wholesale, retail, and 

truck or rail transportation industries, moving and selling goods 
made in the u.s. and around the world.1

Many Iowans rely on imports for the fresh fruit and vegetables 
at their local supermarkets during the winter months, as well as 
for the flowers they send on Valentine’s Day. According to the u.s. 
Department of Agriculture (usDA):
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u.s. consumers have benefited from an increased 
volume and variety of fresh fruit imports, par-
ticularly since the 1990s. the produce section in 
today’s grocery store often has dozens, if not hun-
dreds, of different fresh fruits on display all year 
around, which come from all corners of the globe 
(e.g., grapes from Chile, kiwi fruit from New Zea-
land, and mangoes from Mexico) as additions to 
domestic fresh fruit. Improved logistics, tech-
nology, and transportation have supported this 
increase in imports.

While imports contribute to year-round fresh 
fruit availability, they likely also account for 
some of the increase in consumer demand. In 
the aggregate, fresh fruit imports lower domestic 
prices and smooth out price fluctuations—poten-
tial stimuli for increased consumer demand. 
Meanwhile, fresh fruit imports—which bring a 
wider selection of fresh fruit to u.s. consumers 
year round—have added to u.s. consumers’ abil-
ity to fulfill the goals of increasing fruit (and veg-
etable) consumption as recommended by current 
dietary guidelines, especially given preferences 
for fresh produce.2

In 2012, 90 percent of the flowers Americans sent 
for Valentine’s Day originated from countries like 
Colombia and Ecuador.3

Consumers are not the only ones who benefit 
from imports. Over half of u.s. imports are interme-
diate goods used by u.s. manufacturers. According 
to a study by the Peterson Institute for Internation-
al Economics, the use of imported inputs from 1961–
2000 added $1.1 trillion to the u.s. economy, equiva-
lent to $9,400 per household.4

Exports Boost Iowa’s Economy, Too
According to the u.s. International trade 

Administration, 107,000 Iowa jobs are supported by 
exports.5 Exports of goods from Iowa are up 13.3 per-
cent since 2011, from $13.3 billion to $15.1 billion.6

Many sectors of Iowa’s economy benefit from 
exports. Exports account for nearly one-fourth of 
Iowa’s manufacturing jobs.7 In 2014, Iowa export-
ed $11.3 billion in agricultural commodities. these 
exports account for more than one-third of Iowa 
farm receipts.8

According to usDA deputy undersecretary Alex-
is taylor, “Iowa is second in the nation in total food 
and ag exports, and it’s fourth in beef exports.”9 
Iowa is the country’s largest exporter of commodi-

1. The Heritage Foundation calculations are from U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis, “SA25N Total Full-Time 
and Part-Time Employment by NAICS Industry,” http://www.bea.gov/itable/iTable.cfm?ReqID=70&step=1#reqid=70&step=30&isuri=
1&7022=4&7023=0&7024=naics&7033=-1&7025=0&7026=19000&7027=2014&7001=44&7028=-1&7031=0&7040=-1&7083=lev-
els&7029=30&7090=70 (accessed January 12, 2016).

2. Sophia Wu Huang, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, “Imports Contribute to Year-Round Fresh Fruit Availability,” 
December 2013, http://www.ers.usda.gov/media/1252296/fts-356-01.pdf (accessed January 12, 2016).

3. Monami Thakur, “Valentine’s Day: Demand for Rose Soars in U.S., 90 Percent Imported,” International Business Times, February 4, 2012, 
http://www.ibtimes.com/valentines-day-demand-rose-soars-us-90-percent-imported-photos-554189 (accessed January 12, 2016).

4. Scott C. Bradford, Paul L. E. Grieco, and Gary Clyde Hufbauer, “The Payoff to America from Global Integration,”  
Peterson Institute for International Economics, p. 105, http://www.piie.com/publications/papers/2iie3802.pdf  
(accessed January 12, 2016).

5. U.S. Department of Commerce, International Trade Administration, “Iowa Exports, Jobs, and Foreign Investment,” July 2015, 
http://www.trade.gov/mas/ian/statereports/states/ia.pdf (accessed January 12, 2016).

6. U.S. Department of Commerce, United States Census Bureau, Foreign Trade, “State Exports from Iowa,” 
https://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/statistics/state/data/ia.html (accessed January 12, 2016).

7. National Association of Manufacturers, “Iowa Manufacturing Facts,” February 2015,  
http://www.nam.org/Data-and-Reports/State-Manufacturing-Data/2014-State-Manufacturing-Data/Manufacturing-Facts--Iowa/ 
(accessed January 12, 2016).

8. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, “State Fact Sheets: Iowa,” February 9, 2016, http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-
products/state-fact-sheets/state-data.aspx?StateFIPS=19&StateName=Iowa#P70e26a9e345d497ab64aeff53f42d0b4_2_586iT21R0x0 
(accessed March 8, 2016).

9. Jeff DeYoung, “Iowa Cattlemen Await TPP approval,” Iowa Farmer Today, December 17, 2015,  
http://www.iowafarmertoday.com/news/livestock/iowa-cattlemen-await-tpp-approval/article_c91b5448-a385-11e5-8b87-c7fdf80073d2.html 
(accessed January 12, 2016).
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ties including soybeans, pork, corn, feeds and fodder, 
and processed grain products.10

Iowa’s service industries provide another source 
of export income. service industries accounted for 
$3.2 billion in Iowa exports in 2013, including $576 
million in insurance services and over $957 billion 
in travel and transportation exports.11

u.s. free trade agreements have expanded Iowa’s 
export opportunities. More than half of the state’s 
exports go to countries that have trade agreements 
with the u.s.12

Foreign Investment Supports Iowa Jobs
One often-heard concern is that u.s. workers 

cannot compete with low-wage workers in other 
countries, but the facts indicate otherwise. the u.s. 
is a magnet for job-creating foreign investment. In 
Iowa, over 54,000 people work for u.s. affiliates of 
foreign companies ranging from Aegon Insurance, 
which has its u.s. headquarters in Cedar Rapids, to 
Zurich’s uBs Financial services.13 If considered as 

a single entity, these foreign-owned firms would be 
the largest private employer in the state, accounting 
for 3.3 percent of all private-sector jobs. Half of these 
are manufacturing jobs, like the 600 jobs for building 
dozers and farm equipment for Fiat-owned Case IH 
in Burlington.14

According to Iowa’s economic development agency:

the state of Iowa is the perfect place to expand, 
locate or start a business. the state’s pro-busi-
ness policies, nationally recognized research 
centers and legendary Midwestern work ethic 
give businesses with an Iowa location a huge 
competitive edge. those business advantages 
paired with a low cost of doing business, central 
location, abundant raw materials and efficient 
transportation infrastructure continue to fuel 
Iowa’s economy. High growth industries in Iowa 
include advanced manufacturing, financial ser-
vices, biosciences, renewable energy, food manu-
facturing and information technology.15

10. Office of the U.S. Trade Representative, “FACT SHEET: Iowan Agriculture, Business and Jobs Supported by Exports,” August 2014, 
https://ustr.gov/about-us/policy-offices/press-office/fact-sheets/2014/august/fact-sheet-iowan-agriculture-business-and-jobs-support 
(accessed March 30, 2016).

11. Coalition of Services Industries, “U.S. Services Exports: Iowa,” 2015, https://servicescoalition.org/images/services_exports_2015/Iowa.pdf 
(accessed January 12, 2016).

12. Business Roundtable, “How Iowa Benefits from International Trade and Investment,” 
http://tradepartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/IA_TRADE_2013.pdf (accessed January 12, 2016).

13. U.S Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis, “Foreign Direct Investment in the U.S.: All U.S. Affiliates, by State and Country, 
2013,” http://www.bea.gov/international/di1fdiop.htm (accessed January 12, 2016).

14. Organization for International Investment, “Foreign Direct Investment in Iowa,” http://www.ofii.org/sites/default/files/Iowa.pdf 
(accessed January 12, 2016), and Wayne Grayson, “Case to Move M Series Dozer Production to Burlington, Iowa Plant in $24 Million 
Expansion,” Equipment World, August 5, 2014, http://www.equipmentworld.com/case-moving-m-series-dozer-production-to-burlington-
iowa-plant-with-24-million-expansion/ (accessed January 12, 2016).

15. Iowa Economic Development, “International Investment,” http://www.iowaeconomicdevelopment.com/Intl/FDI (accessed January 12, 2016).
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statistics/state/data/ia.html (accessed January 28, 2016).

Iowa’s Leading Exports in 2014

heritage.orgBG 3118



4

BACKGROUNDER | NO. 3118
August 19, 2016  

Iowa’s Elected Officials and Free Trade
In the late twentieth century, Iowa legislators 

consistently supported free trade, promoting the 
ability of people in Iowa to reap the benefits of glob-
al commerce.

Every Iowa senator and Representative support-
ed NAFtA, the uruguay Round trade agreement, the 
creation of the World trade Organization (WtO), 
and China’s entry into the WtO.16

In recent years, support for trade among Iowa’s 
legislators has not been as strong. there was a 
party line split in support for trade agreements with 

Colombia, Korea, and Panama, with Republican leg-
islators supporting free trade agreements and Dem-
ocrats opposing them.

International Trade Is Not Responsible 
for Job Losses

According to the Economic Policy Institute (EPI), 
trade with China cost Iowa 20,300 net jobs from 
2001 to 2011.17 the EPI further claims that NAFtA 
cost Iowa 6,500 net jobs as of 2010.18

Both of these claims are misleading. Econom-
ic opportunities created by trade and technology 
create new jobs in some industries while reducing 
employment in others, but there has been no net loss 
of jobs in Iowa due to trade with businesses in Mex-
ico, China, or elsewhere. From 2001 to 2014, total 
Iowa private-sector employment increased by more 
than 5 percent. Moreover, since NAFtA took effect 
in 1994, Iowa has added more than 200,000 net new 
private-sector jobs.19 there is no reason to believe 
Iowa would have even more jobs if the united states 
banned trade with China and Mexico.

Public Citizen claims that Iowa has lost 8,843 
manufacturing jobs since NAFtA took effect in 
1994.20 However, that is not to say that NAFtA is 
responsible for those job losses. In fact, Iowa’s man-
ufacturing output is significantly higher now than 
it was in 1994, even after adjusting for inflation. 
Iowa’s real manufacturing gross domestic prod-
uct (gDP) has increased by over 26 percent since 
2000.21

The Sugar Program Hurts Iowa
the federal government artificially inflates sugar 

prices by imposing tariff-rate quotas that effectively 
cap the amount of sugar that food manufacturers 

16. North American Free Trade Agreement Implementation Act, Public Law 103–182; Uruguay Round Agreements Act, Public Law 103–465; 
Normal Trade Relations for the People’s Republic of China, Public Law 106–286; Dominican Republic–Central America–United States Free 
Trade Agreement Implementation Act, Public Law 109–53; United States–Colombia Trade Promotion Agreement Implementation Act, Public 
Law 112–42; United States–Panama Trade Promotion Agreement Implementation Act, Public Law 112–43; and United States–Korea Free Trade 
Agreement Implementation Act, Public Law 112–41.

17. Robert E. Scott, “The China Toll,” Economic Policy Institute, Briefing Paper No. 345, August 23, 2012, 
http://www.epi.org/publication/bp345-china-growing-trade-deficit-cost/ (accessed January 12, 2016).

18. Robert E. Scott, “Heading South: U.S.-Mexico Trade and Job Displacement after NAFTA,” May 3, 2011, Supplemental Table B, 
Economic Policy Institute, http://s3.epi.org/files/page/-/Supp%20Table%20B_Mexico-5-2-11-wide.pdf (accessed January 12, 2016).

19. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “State and Area Employment, Hours, and Earnings,” http://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/dsrv?sm (accessed January 7, 2016).

20. “Iowa Job Loss During the NAFTA-WTO Period,” Public Citizen, 2014, http://www.citizen.org/Page.aspx?pid=3405 (accessed January 7, 2016).

21. U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, “Real GDP by State (Millions of Chained 2005 Dollars),” http://www.bea.gov/regional/ 
(accessed January 7, 2016).

tABLE 1

Major Sources of Foreign-Investment 
Jobs in Iowa, 2013

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic 
Analysis, “Foreign Direct Investment in the United States 
(FDIUS),” http://www.bea.gov/international/di1fdiop.htm 
(accessed January 28, 2016).
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and consumers in the u.s. can buy from producers in 
other countries. In 2015, bakeries and candy compa-
nies paid twice as much as their foreign competitors 
for refined sugar. From 2000 to 2015, Americans 
paid an average of 85 percent more for refined sugar 
than people in other countries.22

this is a bad trend for consumers and companies 
alike. For example, Ferrara Candy Company, which 
employs 330 people in Creston, Iowa, and produces 
80 million pounds of Jujyfruits and other gummy 
candies a year, continues to be penalized by the 
sugar program.23 Many workers in the confection-
ary industry have lost their jobs as factories closed 
due to high sugar prices. In 2005, Ferrara’s then-
president observed: “until we get relief on sugar we 
have to keep looking to open plants overseas.”24 High 
u.s. barriers on products like sugar encourage other 
countries to maintain similar barriers on exports of 
competitive u.s. products such as pork and grain.

senator Charles grassley (R–IA) and Representa-
tive steve King (R–IA) voted to reform the sugar pro-
gram in 2013, but every other member of the state’s 
congressional delegation opposed reform.25

Restrictions on Cargo and Cruise Vessels 
Weaken Iowa’s Economy

the Merchant Marine Act of 1920, commonly 
known as the Jones Act, and the Passenger Ves-
sel services Act (PVsA) of 1886 require that ships 
transporting goods or people between two points in 
the u.s. must be built in the u.s., mostly u.s.-owned, 
and mostly crewed by u.s. citizens. these laws are 
designed to protect u.s. shipbuilders from competi-
tion, but they impose steep costs on Americans who 
use ships for domestic transportation.

According to the u.s. Department of Homeland 
security: “the coastwise laws are highly protection-
ist provisions that are intended to create a ‘coast-

22. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, “World and U.S. Sugar and Corn Sweetener Prices,” Tables 2 and 5, 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/sugar-and-sweeteners-yearbook-tables.aspx (accessed January 12, 2016).

23. Dave Price, “Creston Candy Maker’s Sweet Request: ‘We Need Workers,’” September 1, 2015, 
http://whotv.com/2015/09/01/creston-candy-makers-sweet-request-we-need-workers/ (accessed January 12, 2016).

24. John Schmeltzer, “Sugar prices May Cost Chicago Candy Crown,” Chicago Tribune, June 15, 2005, 
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2005-06-15/business/0506150164_1_sugar-prices-candy-industry-candy-canes 
(accessed January 12, 2016).

25. “H Amdt 227: Amends the Federal Sugar Program,” Voting Record, Vote Smart, June 20, 2013, 
http://votesmart.org/bill/votes/45625#.VHS6bIvF98E (accessed January 12, 2016), and “U.S. Senate Roll Call Votes 113th Congress—1st 
Session,” May 22, 2013, http://www.senate.gov/legislative/LIS/roll_call_lists/roll_call_vote_cfm.cfm?congress=113&session=1&vote=00134 
(accessed January 12, 2016).
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wise monopoly’ in order to protect and develop the 
American merchant marine, shipbuilding, etc.”26

Cato Institute senior Fellow Dan Pearson has 
observed: “the united states as a whole produces 
plenty of livestock feedstuffs—particularly corn and 
soybeans—more than any other country. From a 
North Carolina perspective, too much of those crops 
grow in the wrong place. Des Moines, IA, for exam-
ple, is in the heart of the Midwest. It also is well over 

1000 miles away from livestock producers in North 
Carolina.”27 the Jones Act harms Iowa farmers by 
increasing the price of shipping grain domestically, 
since foreign-built vessels cannot transport grain 
along the Mississippi River or from the gulf Coast to 
pork producers in North Carolina and elsewhere in 
the u.s.

Additionally, u.s. cargo preference mandates, 
which require a majority of food aid and other gov-
ernment-funded cargo to be shipped on u.s.-flagged 
vessels, harm Iowa’s farmers. According to the Con-
gressional Research service, “It appears preference 
cargo now accounts for almost all of the revenues of 
the u.s.-flag international fleet. u.s.-flag ships do not 
appear competitive with foreign-flag ships in carry-
ing the overwhelming bulk of exports and imports 
transacted in the private sector.”28 According to a 
study by the American Enterprise Institute, “Cargo 
Preference for Food Aid (CPFA), which requires 
at least 50 percent of all food aid to be sourced and 
shipped on u.s.-flagged vessels, resulted in an addi-
tional $140 million to $200 million in wasted spend-
ing on shipping costs from January 2012 to May 
2015.”29

the Iowa soybean Association has consistently 
supported a waiver of Jones Act shipping require-
ments. It also supports reform of u.s. cargo prefer-
ence mandates.30 Iowa’s farmers should be allowed 
to ship cargo on foreign-built ships.

Iowa’s Future is Bright
Iowa is positioned to prosper from continued 

growth in trade with the rest of the world as trade 
barriers are reduced. Physical barriers, such as the 
limits imposed by canals and ports unable to handle 
modern cargo ships, and governmental barriers, like 
limits on shipping and the use of imported inputs, 
are falling across the globe. Iowa’s congressional 

26. U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Customs and Border Protection, “What Every Member of the Trade Community Should Know About 
Coastwise Trade: Merchandise,” January 2009, p. 2, http://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/documents/merchandise_3.pdf 
(accessed January 12, 2016).

27. Daniel R. Pearson, “The Jones Act Strikes Again,” Cato Institute, July 17, 2015, http://www.cato.org/blog/jones-act-strikes-again 
(accessed January 12, 2016).

28. John Fritelli, “Cargo Preferences for U.S.-Flag Shipping,” Congressional Research Service Report for Congress No. 44254, October 29, 2015, 
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R44254.pdf (accessed January 12, 2016).

29. Vincent H. Smith and Stephanie Mercier, “Military Readiness and Food Aid Cargo Preference: Many Costs and Few Benefits,” American Enterprise 
Institute, September 2015, https://www.aei.org/publication/military-readiness-and-food-aid-cargo-preference-many-costs-and-few-benefits/ 
(accessed January 12, 2016).

30. Iowa Soybean Association, “2016 Final Policy,” p. 12, http://www.iasoybeans.com/pdfs/2016PolicyDocument.pdf (accessed January 12, 2016).
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delegation should take the lead in making sure u.s. 
government impediments to trade and prosperity 
fall as well.

—Bryan Riley is Jay Van Andel Senior Analyst in 
Trade Policy in the Center for Trade and Economics, of 
the Institute for Economic Freedom and Opportunity, 
at The Heritage Foundation.


