Joseph Stiglitz warns UK-US trade deal echoes Trump’s divisive tactics
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Nobel Prize-winning economist Joseph Stiglitz has raised significant alarm bells regarding the recent trade agreement between the UK and the US, indicating it closely mirrors the divisive economic tactics employed by Donald Trump. In a discussion with Sky News, Stiglitz remarked, "I would view it as playing into Trump's strategy. His strategy is divide and conquer, go after the weakest countries, and sort of put the stronger countries in the back." This raises critical concerns that the deal could disproportionately disadvantage nations with limited negotiating power, aligning with a broader pattern of exploitation within international trade.
On 8 May 2025, President Trump and Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer celebrated what they hailed as a "breakthrough" trade deal, a move that many view as a capitulation to the former president's transactional approach. The agreement, which maintains a burdensome 10% universal tariff on UK goods while significantly cutting tariffs on American imports, has sparked considerable skepticism among economic analysts. The UK's reduction of import duties from 5.1% to 1.8% ostensibly opens the floodgates for US products, but such concessions come with serious concerns about long-term economic sovereignty. Critics are already highlighting that while American tariffs on UK automobile exports are reduced from 27.5% to 10% for a quota of up to 100,000 vehicles, the elimination of tariffs on UK steel and aluminium imports does little to provide real, lasting relief or protection for British industries.
While Starmer's government touts the deal as a feather in their diplomatic cap, it simply does not address long-term trade challenges. The persistent 10% general tariff on a wide array of UK goods raises serious doubts about the durability and comprehensiveness of this agreement. Key issues, like digital services taxes and unfettered access to the UK's National Health Service, are still unresolved and highlight the lack of substantive benefits in this so-called victory. This failure to protect vital British interests serves as a clarion call for the need to rethink trade strategy altogether—a perspective that resonates with the growing discontent in the current political landscape.
Amidst the complexities of Brexit and an economically fractured nation, Starmer's government attempts to present the agreement as a triumph. The negotiations, involving key players like Varun Chandra and Lord Peter Mandelson, were fraught with logistical hitches, raising serious questions about its clarity and implementation. Even with Starmer’s other diplomatic efforts, such as a recent engagement with India, the unveiling of this deal leaves much to be desired and shows a worrying lack of vision.
Moreover, while immediate sectoral relief might be touted, the broader implications of this agreement remain shrouded in uncertainty. It does little to alleviate fears about future tariff escalations and underlines the precarious nature of bilateral trade relationships under a Trump administration seeking to further entrench its economic dominance. Market reactions have been tepid at best, reflecting widespread apprehension over the sustainability of these arrangements as the US continues to wield tariffs as tools for its own economic gain.
Trump's tactics, which seem laser-focused on leveraging tariffs to boost American manufacturing, invite criticism from economic scholars who highlight their inflationary risks. While some advisers may advocate for hiking tariffs to increase revenue, infusing more uncertainty into the already strained trading relationships is hardly a path forward. Economists caution against blind adherence to such strategies, as their negative fallout could spiral into broader economic crises.
As the UK navigates an increasingly fragmented global trade landscape, pressing questions loom about the efficacy and sustainability of its economic strategies. While this recent agreement may provide fleeting relief, it ultimately falls short of resolving the deeper issues plaguing international trade. The effectiveness of Starmer’s charm offensive remains highly questionable, particularly as it fails to secure the robust British economic interests in a world increasingly at odds with itself.
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