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Summary 
Using previously unreported data, this report documents how President Trump has 
misapplied the Defense Production Act and mismanaged our nation’s supply of 
personal protective equipment and ventilators by exporting needed medical equipment 
in the face of the threat of COVID-19. The result is an American people who face the 
apex of this pandemic without life-saving medical equipment. 
 
I have repeatedly urged President Trump to use his authority under the Defense 
Production Act (DPA) to ensure adequate supplies of Personal Protective Equipment 
(PPE) and ventilators for health care providers.1 The DPA exists for exactly the kind of 
situation we are currently experiencing, when an organized response from industry is 
vital for national security. The DPA provides a range of authorities, including the ability 
to compel manufacturers to take government contracts and to make guaranteed loans 
to businesses so they can expand production.2 If used promptly and correctly, this 
authority would have allowed President Trump to ensure adequate supplies of medical 
resources to combat the 2019 novel coronavirus (COVID-19). The pleas of doctors and 
nurses from around the country for medical equipment and protective gear make it 
clear that President Trump has failed—to date—to use the DPA to protect us in this 
pandemic. 
 
President Trump also has mishandled our existing supplies of medical supplies. Our 
review of previously unreported government trade data indicates that the value of U.S. 
ventilator exports jumped 22.7% percent from January to February.3 We also found that 
in February 2020, the value of U.S. mask exports to China was 1094% higher than the 
2019 monthly average. Our findings correspond to documents revealed by 
Congressman Lloyd Doggett, showing that as recently as March 2, the Trump 
Administration was encouraging American businesses to increase exports of medical 

                                                
1 Letter from 57 House Democrats to President Trump Urging Use of the Defense Production Act, March 
13, 2020. https://andylevin.house.gov/media/press-releases/57-house-members-urge-president-
invoke-defense-production-act-authority  
2 “The Defense Production Act of 1950: History, Authorities, and Considerations for Congress,” 
Congressional Research Service, Updated March 2, 2020. Retrieved at: 
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R43767  
3 The Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System (HS) is an international nomenclature for 
the classification of commodities. HS Code 6307 includes N95 respirators and other similar facemasks. 
Code 91920 includes products for oxygen therapy, artificial respiration, and or other therapeutic 
respiration apparatus. Data on U.S. imports and exports, categorized by HS Code, is available at 
https://usatrade.census.gov/index.php. Trade statistics for March are scheduled to be released on May 5, 
2020. 

https://andylevin.house.gov/media/press-releases/57-house-members-urge-president-invoke-defense-production-act-authority
https://andylevin.house.gov/media/press-releases/57-house-members-urge-president-invoke-defense-production-act-authority
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R43767
https://usatrade.census.gov/index.php
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supplies, especially to China.4 Yet, during this period, the U.S. government was well 
aware of the harms of COVID-19, including a likely need for additional respirators and 
masks.  
 
The import data that we identified and reviewed also reveal that the Trump 
Administration failed to prepare for COVID-19 and to protect the health of Americans. 
From January to February, when the U.S. should have been stockpiling medical supplies, 
the value of ventilator imports dropped by more than 10 percent. The data shows a 
similar pattern with PPE and cleaning supplies, which fell by 11.3%, over $161 million, 
from January to February 2020, and N95 masks in particular, which fell by 14.2%. 
 
Just this past Friday, the President said he would use the DPA to block the export of 
these supplies, but he has—to put it charitably—been inconsistent with his statements 
about his use of the DPA during this crisis. Secretary of Health and Human Services 
(HHS) Alex Azar declared a public health emergency on January 31, but it wasn’t until 
six weeks later, on March 13, that President Trump declared a national emergency, 
which is required to unlock the powers of the DPA. Trump then waited until March 25—
yet another week of delay (and more poignantly, an additional 675 deaths) after his 
initial emergency declaration—to issue Executive Order 13910, allowing Secretary Azar 
to designate key supplies as "scarce.”5 Two more days passed before the Administration 
claimed it was issuing its first order under the DPA, to General Motors to make 
ventilators. However, as of April 2—three weeks and 5,600 deaths after the initial 
emergency declaration—no such order had been issued.6 At this point, the public has 
lost trust in the Trump Administration’s claims about the steps they are taking to 
ensure access to medical supplies, including limits on exports.  
 
Congress must do everything in its power to hold President Trump and his 
administration accountable for their incompetence and callousness in protecting 
American lives during this pandemic. I have introduced legislation to require the 
administration to use the DPA, pushed HHS to finalize key DPA regulations, and called 
for all DPA orders to be made public. I have asked Speaker Pelosi to serve the American 

                                                
4 “Stocks Surge as Central Banks Vow to Act on Coronavirus,” New York Times, March 2, 2020. Retrieved 
at: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/02/business/stock-market-today.html  
5 Executive Order 13910, “Preventing Hoarding of Health and Medical Resources To Respond to the 
Spread of COVID-19,” March 23, 2020. Retrieved at: 
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/03/26/2020-06478/preventing-hoarding-of-health-
and-medical-resources-to-respond-to-the-spread-of-covid-19  
6 “Trump hasn't ordered any ventilators from GM, despite saying he was using wartime powers to force 
production,” by John Fritze and Jayne O’Donnell, USA TODAY, April 3, 2020. Retrieved at: 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/04/02/coronavirus-trump-said-force-gm-build-
ventilators-he-hasnt/5100856002/  

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/02/business/stock-market-today.html
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/03/26/2020-06478/preventing-hoarding-of-health-and-medical-resources-to-respond-to-the-spread-of-covid-19
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/03/26/2020-06478/preventing-hoarding-of-health-and-medical-resources-to-respond-to-the-spread-of-covid-19
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/04/02/coronavirus-trump-said-force-gm-build-ventilators-he-hasnt/5100856002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/04/02/coronavirus-trump-said-force-gm-build-ventilators-he-hasnt/5100856002/
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public on the Congressional Oversight Commission or Select Committee to provide 
vigorous and accessible oversight into the Administration’s next actions—or inactions.  
 
My office has responded to 6,132 constituent questions about COVID-19 and continues 
to receive hundreds of inquiries per day about how to get unemployment insurance, 
where to donate medical supplies, why small business loan portals are unavailable, and 
other urgent questions. The most painful questions are those about the lack of personal 
protective equipment, ventilators, and necessary medications because those questions 
require speaking the painful truth: our President failed to take COVID-19 seriously until 
it was too late. Our nation exported lifesaving equipment, failed to harness our 
manufacturing prowess, and woefully underestimated the need to import additional 
supplies.  
 
I fear that it will be too late for many Americans who will fall gravely ill and for all our 
frontline workers who battle this pandemic without necessary equipment. Together, 
we must bridge divisions, learn from these mistakes, impose consequences for 
irresponsible government conduct, and pray for our fellow Americans who will suffer 
from COVID-19. 
 
 
 Very Truly Yours, 

 
 Katie Porter 
 MEMBER OF CONGRESS 
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Federal Trade Data 
My review of U.S. Department of Commerce data shows a dramatic decline in U.S. 
imports of masks and ventilators between January and February of early 2020, as well 
as a significant increase in exports. These were my key findings: 
 
Imports 

●  The value of mask imports fell 14.2%, from $352,370,477 to $302,580,146.  
●  The value of ventilator imports fell 10.8%, from $223,892,835 to 

$200,872,388. 
●  The overall value of these imports fell 12.7%, from $576,263,312 to 

$503,352,534. 
 
Exports   

●  The value of mask exports jumped 21.2%, from $67,695,307 to $83,725,740.  
●  The value of ventilator exports jumped 22.7%, from $88,111,071 to 

$110,619,536.  
●  The overall value of these exports jumped 22.0%, from $155,806,378 to 

$194,345,276. 

 
Fig 1. Total Imports and Exports of Masks for January and February, 2020. 
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Fig. 2. Total Imports and Exports of Ventilators for January and February, 2020. 

 
My review of the data also shows mask and ventilator exports to China increased 
exponentially in early 2020, when the U.S. should have been preparing for the 
Coronavirus.  
 

●  In February 2020, the value of U.S. mask exports to China was 1094.0% higher 
than the 2019 monthly average. 

●  In February 2020, the value of U.S ventilator exports to China was 292.2% higher 
than the 2019 monthly average. 

 
This increase was not only driven by Chinese demand, but Trump administration 
policies. As The New York Times reported on March 2, “the Commerce Department 
advertised a change in Chinese regulations that would temporarily make it easier for 
American businesses to export medical products that are useful in battling the 
coronavirus to China, including protective gear, hand sanitizers and  mask 
manufacturing machines.”7 Whether export numbers reflect increased per-unit costs 
for Chinese buyers, or an increase in units sold, the bottom line is the same: a payday 
for a few companies, and huge costs for the rest of us. 
 

                                                
7 The New York Times, as cited. 
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Fig. 3. Month-to-Month U.S. Exports of Masks to China 

 
Fig. 4. Month-to-Month U.S. Exports of Ventilators to China 
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To compile this information, my office consulted the Commerce Department Schedule 
B Search Engine, which identifies the Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding 
System (HS) codes associated with different commodities. We then referenced these 
codes against U.S. export and import data for January and February, 2020.8 We also 
referenced World Trade Organization information on HS Codes for PPE.9 
  

                                                
8 HS codes 6307 and 91920 do include some commodities not directly related to the Coronavirus 
pandemic, but they are the codes indicated for key items by the official Commerce Department Schedule 
B Search Engine.  
9 “Memo on Trade in Medical Goods in the Context of Tackling COVID-19,” April 3, 2020. Retrieved at: 
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/rese_03apr20_e.pdf  

https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/rese_03apr20_e.pdf
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Federal Contracting Data 
My review of available General Services Administration (GSA) data shows that virtually 
all federal contracts for ventilators, and critical PPE such as N95 masks, are not 
expected to be completed until long after Coronavirus infections peak, estimated to 
occur around April 14.10, 11  
 
Fig. 5 Estimated Completion Dates for COVID-19 Contracts by Dollar Value 

 

 

                                                
10 As of April 2, 2020 at 8:00 AM EST, there were 1,480 COVID-19 related contracts listed in FPDS’s 
COVID-19 Report, 147 of which appeared to be for PPE or ventilators. Almost all were associated with one 
of the six product codes in figure 5—codes 6510, 6515, 6530, 6532, 6640, or 8415. 
11 “COVID-19 projections assuming full social distancing through May 2020,” Institute for Health Metrics 
and Evaluation, April 6, 2020. Retrieved at: https://covid19.healthdata.org/projections 
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My analysis is based on Federal Procurement Data System (FPDS) reports compiled by 
the GSA in accordance with instructions from the Office of Management and Budget.12, 

13 Although this is the best information currently available, there are two limitations to 
the data. First, orders can be delivered in-part before the ultimate completion date. 
Second, as the GSA notes, this is likely “a portion of the work that has been awarded to 
date. Many contracting offices supporting COVID-19 particularly those relocated to the 
disaster recovery area, do not have access to their normal contract writing systems and 
thus have not been able to populate FPDS-NG contemporaneously with the contract 
awards they have made. Others have not had time to enter data due to the tempo of 
operations.”14 Nonetheless, the data raises serious questions about the availability of 
medical supplies in the coming months. 

The American people need clarity on where critical supplies are and when they will be 
arriving. President Trump pledged on March 27 that there would be 100,000 additional 
ventilators “within 100 days,” and that he would use the DPA to ensure delivery.15 
However, documents obtained from the Federal Emergency Management Agency 
conclude that “most of the 100,000 ventilators promised by President Trump will not 
be available until late June at the earliest.”16 I am calling on President Trump and his 
administration to clear up the discrepancies between the supplies they have promised 
the American people, and the amount of supplies that publicly available data shows is 
on the way. If the Administration has further information to shed light on where 
supplies are, it should be shared with the public immediately. 

  

                                                
12  See appendix B. 
13 On March 20, the Office of Management and Budget’s Deputy Director for Management Margaret M. 
Weichert sent a memorandum to the heads of executive departments and agencies regarding the 
management of federal contract performance issues associated with the novel coronavirus (COVID-19). 
Memorandum retrieved at: https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/M-20-18.pdf  
14 See appendix B. 
15 Associated Press, as cited.  
16 “New FEMA Documents Show Critical Shortages of Medical Supplies.” House Oversight and Reform 
Committee, April. 2 2020.  

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/M-20-18.pdf
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Looking Forward 

President Trump has repeatedly used special national security powers to bully other 
countries and settle personal political grudges. But in the midst of a public health crisis 
estimated to take more American lives than the Vietnam War, he has hesitated to use 
the DPA and other powers available to him. This behavior is inexplicable; it will cost 
Americans lives; and it will prolong the pain and economic hardship experienced by 
many more.  
 
The consequences of these failures do not stop at the water’s edge. As the CEO of 3M 
recently noted, there are “significant humanitarian implications of ceasing respirator 
supplies” to foreign countries.17 This is undoubtedly true and could have been avoided 
had the Trump Administration had listened to the advice of national security and public 
health experts, responded to the Coronavirus with more urgency, and used the powers 
at its disposal to increase supplies.  
 
In a letter with 57 other House Democrats last month, I wrote: “During World War II, 
our country adapted to the demands of the time to produce mass quantities of 
bombers, tanks, and many smaller items needed to save democracy and freedom in 
the world. We know what the demands of this time are, and we must act now to meet 
these demands.” America, the wealthiest nation on Earth, should have no trouble 
aiding others to fight COVID-19—but under President Trump, it appears there are 
supplies for everyone but us.   

                                                
17 “3M response to Defense Production Act order,” Friday, April 3, 2020. Retrieved at: 
https://news.3m.com/blog/3m-stories/3m-response-defense-production-act-order  

https://news.3m.com/blog/3m-stories/3m-response-defense-production-act-order
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Appendix A - Department of Commerce Trade Data 
Fig. 6. Schedule B Search Engine Results, N95 Masks  
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Fig. 7. Schedule B Search Engine Results, Ventilators 

 
 
Fig. 8. Extracted Commerce Department Export Data, N95 Masks and Ventilators  
 

 
Fig. 9. WTO PPE HS Guide  
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Fig. 10. Commerce Department PPE Import Data  
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Appendix B - General Services Administration 
Contracting Data 
Fig. 11. Federal Procurement Data System Reports Interface Showing COVID-19 Reports  
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Fig. 12. Federal Procurement Data System COVID-19 Report 

 


