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Risks of US tariff policy rising again; Taiwan listed among 'Dirty 15' countries  

  Event 

US Treasury Secretary Besent stated on April 2 that the US will confront each trade partner 

country with a reciprocal tariff “number”. The Trump administration is particularly concerned 

with the top 15% of trade partners that impose high tariffs (and high trade barriers) on the US 

and have large trade volumes. Besent described these countries as the 'Dirty 15’. According to 

Reuters, the top 15 US trade partners are Mexico, Canada, China, Germany, Japan, South 

Korea, Taiwan, Vietnam, the UK, India, the Netherlands, Ireland, Italy, France, and Brazil. 

Analysis 

US will raise tariffs on major trading partners with significant tariff gaps. Trump signed an 

executive order on February 13 to raise US import tariffs, with adjustments based on products 

and incorporating non-tariff barriers and exchange rate factors, to the same levels its trading 

partners impose on the US, called reciprocal tariffs. The re-calculation will take into account 

the cost of non-tariff barriers and forex rates. Details are unlikely to be finalized before April 

1, the earliest implementation date, including: (1) whether tariffs on all categories of goods 

will be fully fair and reciprocal; and (2) if the US tariff rate on a category of imported goods is 

higher than a trading partner’s, the US will cut the rate to compensate for other categories 

currently at a lower rate. Judging by the average effective tariff rate, the countries with the 

largest tariff gaps with the US are Nigeria, Thailand, Brazil and Argentina. Other countries with 

large gaps, and which are more likely to be targeted for reciprocal tariffs, include Thailand, 

Brazil, South Korea and India. Although Taiwan is not among the top countries on this list, it is 

still ranked among the ‘Dirty 15’. 

Key import sectors, FDI in the US and national defense spending are also factors for 

consideration. Reciprocal tariffs are only one facet of Trump’s manifold tariff policy. For 

Taiwan to be listed as a primary target of reciprocal tariffs, many other factors must have been 

taken into consideration. We have compiled a Trump tariffs threat/ vulnerability index in 

accordance with his remarks and our expectations, including overall trade (the concept of 

reciprocal tariffs included), key import sectors (automobile, semiconductor, pharmaceuticals 

and metals), FDI in the US and national defense spending, which are all areas where Trump 

claims that the US has been taken advantage of, and must be compensated for. Moreover, 

factors such as trading partners’ total exports, weighting of exports to the US in GDP, and 

manufacturing sector weighting in GDP have to also be considered in order to assess the 

effects of the trade war, as well as whether the partners are vulnerable or resilient amid the 

trade war (the more vulnerable, the more readily they will accept US conditions). Mexico, 

China and Canada rank top three in the above-mentioned index, so it is natural they were 

picked by Trump for the first wave of tariff revenge. As for other countries, those that are 

highly likely to be prioritized as targets in the future include East Asian nations and ASEAN, 

such as Vietnam, Malaysia, Taiwan, South Korea, Japan, Thailand, and India. In Europe, 

countries like Ireland, Germany, and Switzerland are also relatively likely to be targeted. 
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Conclusion 

The global division of labor and the incurring of a trade surplus or deficit, whether on a general 

or industry-specific basis, are all based on the theory of comparative advantage, which argues, 

in a nutshell, that whoever produces something at a lower cost or of better quality should 

specialize in the production of that product for export. The US government under Trump’s 

administration has clearly overlooked this theory, as well as the fact that the current trade 

deficit is the inevitable result of US dollar hegemony, or the so-called Bretton Woods II system. 

Based on our compiled data, the US is a major target market for Taiwan’s exports, especially 

of semiconductors, metals (which people pay less attention to) and other manufactured 

goods. This is why Taiwan ranks sixth among the ‘Dirty 15’. We think the direct impact of tariffs 

on Taiwan may not necessarily be significant, because while imported automobiles are subject 

to high tariffs, Taiwan does not sell a lot of automobiles to the US, and thus may not be dealt 

with retaliatory tariffs on that front. But as Trump has also set his eyes on semiconductors, 

other companies, in addition to TSMC, could fall victim. To avoid tariffs, both upstream and 

downstream semiconductor firms may be forced to build factories in the US. This is different 

from the first trade war, when Taiwanese firms could simply move to a different country, like 

Mexico or Vietnam, to circumvent the impact. Building tech facilities in the US will directly 

boost FDI to the US, giving Taiwan more leverage in negotiations with the Trump 

administration. Last but not least, Taiwan must also raise its defense budget-to-GDP ratio to 

convince the US government to not bring forth additional tariffs. 
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