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Pre-pandemic, for many forms of PPE:
China was the primary foreign export source for the EU, US and rest of world
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What happened to China’s PPE trade over 2020?
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COVID-19: What happened to China’s PPE trade in early (Q1) 2020?
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• Export volumes decreased
• Import volumes increased

• Net export volumes decreased
• Export prices began to rise
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What happened to China’s PPE trade over the entirety of 2020?
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Starting April (Q2) 2020…
• Exports recovered
• Imports fell off

• Net exports recovered
• Export prices spiked and remained elevated
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What happened to China’s PPE exports in 2020?

Note: Hubei and ‘Protective garments’ 

Example of perfect storm of shocks: 
• Hubei was source of more than 1/3 of China’s exports of protective garments in 2019

• Hubei was source 75% of Chinese decline in exports of protective garments in Q1 2020
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What happened to China’s PPE exports to US, EU, ROW in 2020?

Q1, 2020
• China’s Exports to US fell

Beginning Q2, 2020
• China’s exports to US recover
• China’s export prices skyrocket
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What happened to US imports of PPE in 2020?

Notes: 

• Q1: awful

• Q2-Q4: amazing, life-saving, but…
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But the US had been imposing trade war tariffs on 
China before March 2020. Did those matter? 
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Implications: US Policy Changes (cont.)



Open questions for future policy on pandemic 
preparedness

US PPE production. *We need data.*

• How much PPE production capacity existed at US manufacturing facilities prior to the pandemic? 

• How much were US facilities able to add, and on what time schedule in 2020? 

• With more or different financial resources, could they have done more? Could they have done what they did more quickly? 

• Were access to inputs a constraint?

• Why did US government move so slowly on subsidies? What information would they need to move more quickly?

Optimal “Strategic National Stockpile” – but how big?

• Depends on how quickly supply can expand

1. How quickly can imports increase? (different scenarios)

2. How quickly can domestic production increase?

• Maintaining some surge capacity – what policy tradeoffs to do so?

– Relative costs of subsidies vs import tariffs 
11
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