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 n More than 14,500 Michigan 
companies export goods around 
the world each year, supporting 
nearly 271,000 Michigan jobs.

 n Michigan is a national leader in 
automotive production. The state 
is home to 1,733 motor-vehicle 
and vehicle-parts manufacturing 
companies, 26 percent of which 
are foreign-owned. 

 n There has been no net job loss 
in Michigan due to trade with 
Mexico, Canada, China, or any 
other country. Since NAFTA was 
implemented in 1994, Michigan 
has added 281,700 private-sec-
tor jobs.

 n Over one million Michiganders 
owe their jobs to international 
trade through foreign investment, 
exports, and imports. Michigan is 
on a path to restoring economic 
prosperity for all Michiganders, 
and trade will continue to play an 
important role on that path.

 n Michigan’s elected officials 
should continue to support free 
trade policies that reduce trade 
barriers and reject special-inter-
est tariffs that increase prices for 
Michigan families.

Abstract
International trade and investment supports more than one million jobs 
in Michigan. The state is a prime location for investment in the automo-
tive industry, and home to over three hundred research and development 
centers. Michigan’s small businesses depend on affordable imports of 
intermediate goods, like steel, for the state to be a world automotive sup-
plier. Special-interest tariffs on these imports hurt Michigan’s families 
and businesses. The state’s elected officials should support policies that 
increase product choices and reduce prices. Rejecting special-interest 
import tariffs on intermediate goods would be a good place to start.

Every Michigander remembers what the state’s economy looked 
like in 2010—715,000 people were out of work, and gross domes-

tic product (gDP) had contracted by 7.6 percent by the time the 
recession ended. Many people were skeptical that free trade could 
help revive the economy, while others even blamed free trade for the 
state’s problems.

Despite these doubts, support for free trade agreements has grown 
among Michigan’s congressional delegation. After all, countries with 
fewer trade barriers have greater innovation, competition, lower pric-
es, and increased choice for consumers. In the end, each of these ben-
efits is directly felt by every Michigan business and family.

today, Michigan is the comeback state, and international trade 
plays a vital role in its growth. Over one million Michiganders owe 
their jobs to international trade through foreign investment, exports, 
and imports. Michigan’s elected officials should continue to support 
free trade policies that reduce trade barriers and reject special-inter-
est tariffs that increase prices for Michigan families.

This paper, in its entirety, can be found at http://report.heritage.org/bg3134
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Exports Boost Michigan’s Economy
More than 14,500 Michigan companies export 

goods around the world each year, supporting near-
ly 271,000 Michigan jobs. In 2015, merchandise 
exports in the state were valued at $53.2 billion, 70.7 
percent of which was exported to the united states’ 
20 free trade partners.1 Michigan’s service exports, 
which have more than doubled since 2006, were val-
ued at $13.4 billion in 2014.2

Merchandise and service exports benefit a vari-
ety of industries in Michigan. transportation 
equipment represents the largest portion of Michi-
gan’s merchandise exports, making up 47.2 percent 
of total exports. Michigan companies export $4.4 
billion in chemicals, about $3 billion in computer 
and electronic products, and $2.4 billion in electri-
cal equipment.3 travel services represent approxi-
mately 29 percent of the state’s service exports, 
as the state is a major tourist destination for the 
Midwest.4

A Global Automotive Supplier
Michigan is a national leader in automotive pro-

duction. the state is home to 1,733 motor-vehicle 
and vehicle-parts manufacturing companies, 26 
percent of which are foreign-owned. More than 
1,400 tool and die companies, 13 original equipment 
manufacturer (OEM) assembly plants, and 35 OEM 
components/materials plants are located in Michi-
gan as well. Between 2009 and 2014, manufactur-

ing companies in Michigan added nearly 105,000 
jobs, 45,000 of which are specifically in automotive 
manufacturing.5

According to Andy Ridgway, president of IAV 
Automotive Engineering, “Michigan is an iconic 
automotive hub—from a strong technical work-
force to innovative companies to effective OEM and 
supplier relationships—it is truly the best place for 
industry growth.”6

In 2014, durable goods manufacturing accounted 
for 15.6 percent of the state’s gDP, making it the sec-
ond-largest industry in Michigan, representing 10.5 
percent of all non-farm jobs.7 that same year, Michi-
gan companies exported $26 billion worth of trans-
portation equipment to 165 countries, 54 percent to 
Canada alone.8

International Trade: Not Responsible for 
Job Losses

some critics claim that international trade is 
responsible for unemployment in the united states.9 
the facts simply do not support this assertion. Over 
the past 40 years, trade as a percentage of gDP has 
doubled, while unemployment rates have decreased 
over the same period. Others argue that imports 
destroy American jobs, but again this claim is false.10 
As imports have doubled over the past four decades, 
unemployment has dropped.

trade and innovation create economic opportu-
nities in some sectors while employment declines in 

1. U.S. Department of Commerce, International Trade Administration, “Michigan Exports, Jobs, and Foreign Investment,” February 2016, 
http://www.trade.gov/mas/ian/statereports/states/mi.pdf (accessed April 29, 2016).

2. Coalition of Services Industries, “U.S. Services Exports: Michigan,” https://servicescoalition.org/images/services_exports_2016/Michigan.pdf 
(accessed April 29, 2016).

3. U.S. Department of Commerce, International Trade Administration, “Michigan Exports, Jobs, and Foreign Investment,” February 2016, 
http://www.trade.gov/mas/ian/statereports/states/mi.pdf (accessed April 29, 2016).

4. Coalition of Services Industries, “U.S. Services Exports: Michigan.”

5. Michigan Economic Development Corporation, “Michigan Is Auto,” September 2015, 
http://www.detroitchamber.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Michigan-is-Auto-2015.pdf (accessed April 29, 2016).

6. Ibid., p. 10.

7. U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis, “BEARFACTS Michigan,” March 24, 2016, 
http://www.bea.gov/regional/bearfacts/pdf.cfm?fips=26000&areatype=STATE&geotype=3 (accessed April 29, 2016), and Andy Szal, 

“How Much Does Your State Rely on Durable Goods Manufacturing?” Advantage Business Media, February 2, 2015, 
http://www.manufacturing.net/news/2015/02/how-much-does-your-state-rely-durable-goods-manufacturing (accessed April 29, 2016).

8. Michigan Economic Development Corporation, “Michigan Is Auto.”

9. Robert E. Scott and Elizabeth Glass, “Trans-Pacific Partnership, Currency Manipulations, Trade, and Jobs,” Economic Policy Institute 
Briefing Paper No. 420, March 3, 2016, http://www.epi.org/publication/trans-pacific-partnership-currency-manipulation-trade-and-jobs/ 
(accessed April 29, 2016).

10. Robert E. Scott, “Fast Track to Lost Jobs and Lower Wages,” The Huffington Post, June 12, 2015, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robert-e-scott/fast-track-to-lost-jobs-a_b_7042270.html (accessed April 29, 2016).
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others, but there has been no net job loss in Michi-
gan due to trade with Mexico, Canada, China, or 
any other country. since the North American Free 
trade Agreement (NAFtA) was implemented in 
1994, Michigan has added 281,700 private-sector 
jobs.11 unemployment in Michigan has also fallen 
from 7.0 percent to 4.8 percent since 1994.12

Michigan Depends on  
Intermediate Good Imports

Forty-five percent of goods imported into the 
united states last year were “intermediate goods,” 
materials used to produce a finished product.13 In 
2015, Michigan imported $124 billion in products 
and many of these imports were components for 
auto manufacturing, such as steering wheels, sus-
pension shock absorbers, and brakes.14 Imports 
from Canada and Mexico, both NAFtA partners, 
represented over 70 percent of Michigan’s total 
imports last year.15 Nearly 780,000 Michiganders, 
21 percent of private-sector employees, work in 
wholesale, retail, and transportation industries, 

selling and moving American and foreign-made 
goods.16

Imports allow Michigan producers to have a 
larger selection of goods at lower prices, reducing 
production costs for companies. these savings are 
felt directly by consumers, who can now purchase 
diverse, high-quality, and more cost-effective prod-
ucts on the shelves at their local stores. the Council 
of Economic Advisers recently noted that trade “is 
especially important for middle-class consumers 
who spend a larger share of their disposable income 
on heavily-traded food and clothing items…. [M]edi-
an-income consumers gain an estimated 29 percent 
of their purchasing power from trade.”17

Foreign Investment Supports  
Michigan Jobs

An important but often overlooked part of the 
trade story is the flow of financial resources gen-
erated by trade: 208,900 Michiganders had jobs 
in 2013 because of foreign direct investment in 
the state, representing about 5.8 percent of total 

11. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “State and Area Employment, Hours, and Earnings–Seasonal,” 
http://data.bls.gov/pdq/SurveyOutputServlet (accessed April 21, 2016).

12. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Local Area Unemployment Statistics–Seasonal,” 
http://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LASST260000000000003 (accessed April 21, 2016).

13. Bryan Riley, “A Trade Policy that Puts Americans First,” Heritage Foundation Issue Brief No. 4553, April 28, 2016, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2016/04/a-trade-policy-that-puts-americans-first.

14. U.S. Census Bureau, “State Imports for Michigan,” https://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/statistics/state/data/imports/mi.html 
(accessed April 29, 2016).

15. U.S. International Trade Administration, “Michigan Exports, Jobs, and Foreign Investment,” February 2016.

16. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “State and Area Employment, Hours, and Earnings–Seasonal.”

17. The White House, Council of Economic Advisers, The Economic Benefits of U.S. Trade, May 2015, p. 3, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/cea_trade_report_final_non-embargoed_v2.pdf (accessed April 29, 2016).
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SOURCE: International Trade Administration, “Michigan Exports, Jobs, and Foreign Investment,” 
http://www.trade.gov/mas/ian/statereports/states/mi.pdf (accessed May 16, 2016). 
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private-sector employment.18 More than 350 for-
eign investment projects have been announced in 
Michigan since 2011, resulting in about 30,000 new 
jobs.19

Oakland County, the second-most-populous 
county in Michigan with 1.2 million residents,20 
welcomed $357 million in foreign investment dur-
ing 2015. Foreign investors represented about 43 
percent of total investment in the county and sup-
ported 2,161 jobs last year. Irene spanos, Oakland 
County Economic Development Director, notes 
that the “past two years have been very success-
ful…. Our foreign direct investment is equal to that 

of many states. No other county in the u.s. does 
what we do—there are a few states which do it but 
not counties.”21

An Incubator for Manufacturing 
Innovation

Michigan is a prime location for investment in 
the automotive industry, as 61 of the top 100 auto-
motive suppliers for North America are headquar-
tered there. Between 2010 and 2015, more than $5.7 
billion was invested in the industry by foreign firms, 
28.5 percent of the total amount invested in the sec-
tor during this period. Michigan is home to 375 auto-
related centers for research and development; 120 of 
these facilities are foreign-owned.22

According to simon Nagata, executive vice presi-
dent and chief administrative officer of toyota Motor 
North America,

18. News release, “Michigan’s Economy Benefits from International Trade and Investment,” Business Roundtable, June 5, 2013, 
http://businessroundtable.org/media/news-releases/michigans-economy-benefits-from-international-trade-and-investment 
(accessed April 29, 2016).

19. News release, “Making the Case: MEDC Is Catalyst to Attract Businesses, Build State’s Economy,” Michigan Economic Development 
Corporation, October 27, 2015, http://www.michiganbusiness.org/news/making-the-case/#article (accessed April 29, 2016).

20. U.S. Census Bureau, “Quick Facts—Michigan Population,” http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045214/26 (accessed April 29, 2016).

21. Robert Snell, “Foreign Firms Invested $357 Million in Oakland County Last Year,” Crain’s Detroit Business, January 8, 2016, 
http://www.crainsdetroit.com/article/20160108/NEWS/160109846/foreign-firms-invested-357-million-in-oakland-county-last-year 
(accessed April 29, 2016).

22. Michigan Economic Development Corporation, “Michigan Is Auto.”
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of 
Economic Analysis “Employment by State and Country 
2007–2013,” http://www.bea.gov/international/di1fdiop.htm 
(accessed May 16, 2016). 
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Trade and Unemployment
CHART 2
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Michigan is recognized as the automotive capi-
tal of the world for many good reasons. toyota 
is pleased to conduct its North American engi-
neering and research activities where the action 
is. the engineering and design synergy created 
through the huge supplier base and engineering 
talent centered in Michigan is why toyota con-
tinues to expand our R&D operations here.23

In the past five years, Ottawa and Kent Counties, 
located in West Michigan, have been the fastest-
growing counties in Michigan.24 Foreign investment 
in the region has contributed to this growth. swobo-
da, Inc., a german high-precision metal-plastic man-
ufacturing company, just announced a $15.1 million 
investment to expand its current operation in Kent-
wood. this investment will add 37 new high-tech 
jobs to swoboda’s team of about 100 employees.25

Steel Tariffs Hurt Michigan
some skeptics of free trade argue that when for-

eign nations break the rules, it is the duty of the 
u.s. government to protect the domestic market to 
the fullest extent of the law. this often means anti-
dumping and countervailing duties: special tariffs 
authorized by the Department of Commerce when 
a domestic industry alleges that a certain import-
ed product is set at an unfair rate and injuring the 
domestic industry. An even greater step than these 
methods can be taken by the executive branch by 
implementing an overarching special tariff under 
section 201 of the u.s. trade Act if the injury to the 
domestic market is deemed serious.26

In 2002, President george W. Bush approved sec-
tion 201 tariffs of up to 30 percent on steel imports.27 
A study by the Consuming Industries trade Action 
Coalition (CItAC) found that 9,829 Michiganders 
lost their jobs because of the high steel prices that 

resulted from these tariffs.28 the tariffs provided 
minimal relief to steel producers, but resulted in 
higher steel prices for American companies, which 
rely on steel as a means of production. the cost of 

23. Ibid., p. 9.

24. U.S. Census Bureau, “Quick Facts—Michigan Population.”

25. News release, “The Right Place Clears Path for Local Manufacturing Expansion in West Michigan,” The Right Place, March 7, 2016, 
http://www.rightplace.org/news/the-right-place-clears-path-for-local-manufacturing-expansion-in-west-michigan (accessed April 29, 2016).

26. Trade Act of 1974, P.L. 93–618, as amended.

27. News release, “President Announces Temporary Safeguards for Steel Industry,” The White House, March 5, 2002, 
http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2002/03/20020305-6.html (accessed April 29, 2016).

28. CITAC found that 200,000 individuals lost their jobs during 2002 because of higher steel prices, amounting to about $4 billion in lost wages. 
States listed in Chart 4 experienced the highest job losses. Sixteen other states each lost at least 4,500 jobs due to higher steel prices. Joseph 
Francois and Laura M. Baughman, “The Unintended Consequences of U.S. Steel Import Tariffs: A Quantification of the Impact During 2002,” 
Trade Partnership Worldwide, February 4, 2003, http://www.tradepartnership.com/pdf_files/2002jobstudy.pdf (accessed April 29, 2016).

heritage.orgBG 3134

SOURCE: Dr. Joseph Francois and Laura M. Baughman, “The 
Unintended Consequences of U.S. Steel Import Tari�s: A 
Quantification of the Impact During 2002,” Trade Partnership 
Worldwide, LLC, http://www.tradepartnership.com/
pdf_files/2002jobstudy.pdf (accessed April 29, 2016).

STATE JOBS LOST

President Bush approved steel import 
tari�s of up to 30 percent in 2002. Over 
the course of that year, nearly 200,000 
Americans working for companies that rely 
on steel lost their jobs, with 53 percent of 
the losses occurring in just 10 states.

Protectionist Tari�s Cause 
Major Job Losses

CHART 4
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higher steel prices was borne not only by the com-
panies, but also by every American family who pur-
chased any product made with steel.

the Office of the united states trade Representa-
tive and the u.s. Department of Commerce recently 
held two days of hearings during which stakehold-
ers insisted that additional special steel tariffs were 
needed to “create a level playing field” for domestic 
producers. Despite their common use by countries 
around the world, tariffs should not be the go-to 
solution for the united states. Anti-dumping duties 
and other special tariffs are essentially a form of gov-
ernment cronyism, benefitting only a small group of 
corporations. the u.s. should reject special-inter-
est tariffs, and advance the principles of free trade, 
which expand economic opportunity for all.

Michigan Legislators on Free Trade
Overall, support for free trade by Michigan’s leg-

islators has been uneven. In 1993, both Michigan 
senators supported NAFtA, but only five Repre-
sentatives voted in favor of the agreement. similar-
ly, support for free trade was modest for the 2005 
vote on the Central America Free trade–Domini-
can Republic (CAFtA–DR) agreement. However, 
about two-thirds of Michigan Representatives have 
supported more recent agreements with Colombia, 
Korea, and Panama.

some of Michigan’s elected officials have long rec-
ognized the benefits of free trade for the Michigan 
economy. Of the six Michigan Representatives who 
remained in office between the passage of NAFtA 
and the u.s.–Korea Free trade Agreement (KORus), 
two were unwavering in their support for free trade. 
Representative Fred upton (R) and then–Represen-
tative Dave Camp (R) voted “yes” on all 12 free trade 
agreements between 1993 and 2011. these Members 
of Congress recognize that Michigan depends on 
trade—through exports and imports.

The Comeback State
Michigan is on a path to restoring economic pros-

perity for all Michiganders, and international trade 
will continue to play an important role on that path. 
In order to sustain the state’s unique advantage in 
automotive manufacturing, as well as encourage 
growth and innovation in other sectors, Michigan’s 
congressional delegation should support policies 
that lower barriers to trade. the state’s elected offi-
cials should start by taking the lead to eliminate spe-
cial-interest tariffs on intermediate goods.

—Tori Whiting is Research Assistant in the Center 
for Trade and Economics, of the Institute for Economic 
Freedom and Opportunity, at The Heritage Foundation.
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NOTE: The total number of Michigan’s congressional delegates varies due to a vacant seat in 1993 and redistricting in 2003. 
SOURCE: Govtrack.us,https://www.govtrack.us/ (accessed April 29, 2016).

How Michigan Voted on Free Trade Agreements
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