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Overview  
Since March 2018, the Trump and Biden Administrations have used Section 232 
of the Trade Expansion Act of 1962 to impose tariffs primarily on steel, 
aluminum, and their derivatives. Timber and lumber have also been subject to 
Section 232 tariffs. The expanded use of Section 232 has prompted debate over 
the economic effects of tariffs, their role in supporting domestic production and 
national security, their impact on U.S. trading relationships, and the appropriate 
scope of presidential tariff authority. This Basic provides an overview of the 
statute and its uses, outlines the economic impact of these tariffs, and examines 
potential efforts to reduce presidential tariff power. 

What’s in Section 232? 
The Trade Expansion Act of 1962 gave the President broad authority to cut 
tariffs, aiming to boost global trade and increase American economic 
competitiveness. However, Section 232 of the Act authorized the President to 
impose certain trade restrictions–including tariffs or quotas–if imports are found 
to “threaten to impair the U.S. national security” following a Department of 
Commerce investigation. 

History of Section 232 Trade Restrictions 
Section 232 emerged partly from concerns that increased dependence on foreign 
oil could threaten U.S. energy security. In the midst of the Cold War, lawmakers 
were concerned that if the Soviet Union disrupted foreign oil supply chains, the 
U.S. would be unable to produce the jet fuel needed for defense. Lawmakers were 
not only wary of the potentially adverse domestic economic impact of high 
tariffs, but also sought to depoliticize and regulate their issuance. To mitigate 
these concerns, they placed national security tariff power in the Executive 
Branch. 
 
Section 232 trade restrictions have rarely been used after the Act’s passage; in 
fact, prior to 2017 only two investigations resulted in restrictions. Presidents 
Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan both used the statute to embargo oil from Libya 
and Iran, respectively. While there have been dozens of investigations by the 
Department of Commerce into potential national security threats, many 
Administrations have taken alternative actions, such as stockpiling or tax 
incentives for domestic production, to address concerns without restricting 
trade. 
 

A New Era: Uses of Section 232 Tariffs from 2017-2026 
 
In 2017, embarking on a new era of trade policy, President Trump directed the 
Department of Commerce to investigate whether imports of steel and 
aluminum threatened U.S. national security. The investigation considered 
national security factors beyond direct defense requirements, including the  
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Key Definitions: 
 

●​ Derivatives: downstream 
manufactured products 
made using primary 
components or inputs. In the 
case of Section 232 tariffs, 
derivatives usually refer to 
products such as wire 
cables, cookware, or cans 
that are made with steel 
and/or aluminum.  
 

●​ Quota: a 
government-imposed limit 
to the quantity or total value 
of a product able to be 
imported in a set time 
period. 
 

●​ State Subsidies: financial 
contributions or tax 
incentives provided by 
governments to domestic 
industries, often creating an 
unfair cost advantage over 
foreign competitors. 
 

●​ Duty Drawback: a U.S. 
customs program that 
refunds up to 99% of duties, 
taxes, and fees paid on 
imported merchandise when 
those goods are later 
exported or used to 

 
  

  
Section 232: Tariffs at the Intersection of Trade, National Security, and Executive Power 



 

 
economic health and production capacity of industries considered important to 
national security. Citing the importance of steel and aluminum for defense 
manufacturing and the decline in domestic production, the investigation 
concluded that high imports of steel and aluminum did pose a national security 
threat. This provided the basis for President Trump to impose new trade 
restrictions under Section 232. In 2018, President Trump introduced a 25 
percent tariff on steel and a 10 percent tariff on aluminum imports on the 
majority of U.S. trading partners. In response, many major trading partners, 
including Canada, Mexico, China, the EU, India, Russia, and Turkey, imposed 
retaliatory tariffs on U.S. exports. In 2020, President Trump expanded the scope 
of the Section 232 tariffs to include more steel and aluminum derivatives. 

manufacture exported 
products 

 
Key Statistics: 

 
●​ American auto makers 

estimated that in the first 
year of Section 232 steel and 
aluminum tariffs, costs 
increased by about $700 
USD per vehicle produced. 
 

 
Throughout the Biden Administration, the 25 percent tariff on steel and 10 percent tariff on aluminum remained in place, 
although the Administration modified certain exemptions and country-specific policies. In response to Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine, President Biden increased Section 232 tariffs on Russian aluminum to 200 percent. In July 2024, the Biden 
Administration lowered tariffs on Mexican steel imports to compensate for lower-than-anticipated domestic steel production. 
The Biden Administration also introduced additional product-specific tariff exclusions to support domestic manufacturers 
unable to source domestic inputs. 
 
During Trump’s second term, the scope of Section 232 tariffs has expanded significantly. The Administration has argued that 
the expanded tariffs were necessary to strengthen domestic production capacity, reduce reliance on foreign suppliers, and 
address national security vulnerabilities. President Trump increased the tariff rates for steel and aluminum imports first in 
February 2025 and then in June 2025 to 50 percent for the majority of U.S. trading partners. Notably, these increased tariffs 
applied only to steel and aluminum inputs in most derivatives and excluded derivatives finalized overseas that contained 
exclusively U.S.-sourced steel and aluminum. 
 
In April 2026, Trump revised his June 2025 tariff actions, now placing tariffs on the full value of goods, not just steel or 
aluminum inputs. At the same time, in an effort to further support U.S. manufacturers, the Trump Administration reduced the 
tariff rate on derivatives containing up to 95 percent U.S.-sourced steel and aluminum components to 10 percent. In June 
2026, President Trump expanded the scope of Section 232 tariffs to include new derivatives and lowered the content 
threshold for lower tariff rates on derivatives with U.S.-sourced steel and aluminum from 95 percent to 85 percent. Notably, 
the current steel and aluminum tariffs apply to goods that are compliant with the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement, 
raising concerns among lawmakers in both Canada and Mexico, as well as many U.S. companies. 

Economic Implications of Section 232 Tariffs 

Like any other trade restrictions, the use of Section 232 tariffs has a significant impact on partner governments, businesses, 
and U.S. consumers.  
 
Impacts on Chinese Overcapacity, Defense Readiness, and Foreign Relations 
China is a major global producer of steel and aluminum, and U.S. policymakers and industry groups have raised concerns 
about the role of state subsidies in supporting excess production capacity. This oversupply creates barriers to investment in 
new production facilities for U.S. producers and depresses global market prices. Advocates of Section 232 tariffs on steel and 
aluminum often cite these concerns to justify continued trade restrictions. Some analyses have concluded that U.S. 
allies—including Canada, the European Union, Japan, and South Korea—have borne significant costs from Section 232 tariffs, 
raising questions about whether broad application of the tariffs advances U.S. strategic interests. Some experts and 
policymakers have expressed concern that national security tariffs targeting U.S. allies could strain important partnerships 
that are key to U.S. defense readiness and global security goals. Section 232 tariffs have also prompted retaliatory measures 
from some trading partners, which can increase costs for affected U.S. businesses and exporters. For example, since 
September 2025, Canada has imposed 25 percent tariffs on U.S. steel and aluminum, amounting to approximately $11 billion 
USD as of July 2026. Supporters counter that broadly applied tariffs can prevent Chinese steel and aluminum from entering 
the U.S. market indirectly through third countries and help preserve domestic production capacity considered important to 
national security. 
 
Impacts on Businesses and Domestic Production Capacity 
Proponents argue that Section 232 tariffs can increase domestic production and support U.S. manufacturing communities. A 
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2023 U.S. International Trade Commission (USITC) report found that from 2018 to 2021, Section 232 tariffs increased U.S. 
production of steel and aluminum products by 1.9 percent ($1.3 billion USD) and 3.6 percent ($0.9 billion USD), respectively. 
At the same time, the USITC noted that the prices of steel and aluminum products in the U.S. rose by 2.4 percent and 1.6 
percent, respectively, as a result of the tariffs. In turn, some downstream industries that rely heavily on steel and aluminum 
inputs experienced reductions in production and exports, which some experts estimate totaled approximately $3.5 billion 
USD. 

 
In particular, Section 232 tariffs have had an outsized impact on the automobile industry. Following a 2019 Department of 
Commerce investigation that concluded auto imports were a national security threat, President Trump directed the U.S. Trade 
Representative (USTR) to negotiate fairer deals with U.S. trading partners. Finding the negotiations to be unsuccessful, 
President Trump then imposed 25 percent tariffs on imports of completed automobiles and certain parts in 2025. 
 
While the Trump Administration maintains that the goal of the tariffs is to bolster domestic auto manufacturing, some 
stakeholders report that the tariffs, together with recent Agreements on Reciprocal Trade (ARTs), may discourage auto 
manufacturers from investing in the United States and producing vehicles in North America. North American-built vehicles 
must meet stringent U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA) rules of origin and face additional Section 232-related costs. By 
comparison, vehicles produced overseas in ART partner countries may enter the United States at a flat tariff rate of 
approximately 15 percent without having to meet U.S.-content, labor, or input-origin requirements comparable to those on 
USMCA-subject automobiles. This disparity could significantly harm the broader U.S. automotive sector, including domestic 
manufacturers, suppliers, workers, and customers. 

 
Impacts on Consumer Prices 
Economists continue to debate how tariff costs are distributed among foreign producers, importers, businesses, and 
consumers. When businesses absorb higher input costs associated with Section 232 tariffs, some portion of those costs may 
ultimately be reflected in consumer prices. The cost increases associated with Section 232 tariffs on steel, aluminum, copper, 
timber, and lumber derivatives affect everyday products such as knitting needles and cutlery, which are subject to Section 
232 tariff rates of 50 percent and 25 percent, respectively, as of April 2026. Tariffs on derivatives can also affect the cost of 
larger household purchases such as air-conditioning machines, furniture, dishwashers, refrigerators, and washing machines. 
In August 2026, the Trump Administration proposed adding brass-wind instruments, such as trumpets and tubas, to the list 
of products subject to Section 232 tariffs. Critics have raised concerns over the relevance of instruments and household 
products, among other goods, to U.S. national security. 

Look Ahead 
The use of Section 232 tariffs throughout the Trump and Biden Administrations has renewed debate over the appropriate 
balance between congressional and presidential tariff authority, as well as potential reforms to Section 232. Potential reforms 
could include narrowing the definition of “national security” or requiring the Department of Commerce to consider broader 
public-interest factors in Section 232 investigations and recommendations. Congressional proposals regarding Section 232 
have ranged from imposing additional procedural or congressional checks on presidential tariff authority to preserving broad 
executive discretion on the grounds that national-security trade actions may require speed and flexibility. As of publication, 
the Trump Administration is scheduled to impose Section 232 tariffs on polysilicon and its derivatives, including certain chips 
and solar products, on December 4, 2026. As Section 232 continues to shape U.S. trade policy, policymakers, businesses, 
consumers, and trading partners will continue to weigh national security objectives against broader economic and trade 
considerations. 

Link to Additional Resources 

●​ CATO Institute: National Security Tariffs on Tubas, Fridges, and Sofas? 

●​ Coalition for a Prosperous America: CPA Warns USTR: America’s Section 232 Metals Tariffs Are National Security 

Measures, Not Bargaining Chips 

●​ Congressional Research Service: Section 232 Automotive Tariffs: Issues for Congress 

●​ Congressional Research Service: Section 232 Tariffs on Steel and Aluminum 

●​ Peterson Institute for International Economics: Trump’s Steel and Aluminum Tariffs Are Counterproductive. Here Are 5 

More Things You Need to Know 
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https://www.cato.org/blog/national-security-tariffs-tubas-fridges-sofas
https://prosperousamerica.org/cpa-warns-ustr-americas-section-232-metals-tariffs-are-national-security-measures-not-bargaining-chips/
https://prosperousamerica.org/cpa-warns-ustr-americas-section-232-metals-tariffs-are-national-security-measures-not-bargaining-chips/
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IN12545
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IN12519
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/2018/trumps-steel-and-aluminum-tariffs-are?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/2018/trumps-steel-and-aluminum-tariffs-are?utm_source=chatgpt.com


 

●​ Reuters: The US needs more aluminum - and it needs it now 

●​ Senate Republican Policy Committee: National Security Tariffs: Section 232 

●​ Tax Foundation: How the Section 232 Tariffs on Steel and Aluminum Harmed the Economy 

●​ United States International Trade Commission: Certain Effects of Section 232 and 301 Tariffs Reduced Imports and 

Increased Prices and Production in Many U.S. Industries 

●​ United States Senate Committee on Finance: Breaking Down Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act of 1962 
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https://www.reuters.com/commentary/reuters-open-interest/us-needs-more-aluminium-it-needs-it-now-2026-08-27/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.rpc.senate.gov/policy-papers/national-security-tariffs-section-232?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://taxfoundation.org/research/all/federal/section-232-tariffs-steel-aluminum/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.usitc.gov/press_room/news_release/2023/er0315_63679.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.usitc.gov/press_room/news_release/2023/er0315_63679.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.finance.senate.gov/chairmans-news/breaking-down-section-232-of-the-trade-expansion-act-of-1962?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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