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Introductory Letter

The U.S. Joint Economic Committee is required by statute to
provide an annual written response to The Economic Report of the
President, an assessment of the economy and presentation of the
Administration’s economic policies by the Council of Economic
Advisers (CEA).

However, soon after the Report was released in February, it was
made irrelevant by the worst public health crisis in more than a
century and the sharpest economic downturn since the Great
Depression. Because of these exceptional circumstances, our
analysis looks both at the President’s economic record in the years
before publication of the Report and in the tragic months
afterward.

Contrary to the President’s claims, we find that his economic
record before the coronavirus was unspectacular. However, his
economic legacy will be defined by his failure to use the power of
the presidency to attempt to contain the coronavirus, instead
fueling its spread and causing extensive and long-lasting economic
damage. Because of these catastrophic mistakes, the President’s
economic record will be one of the worst among all U.S.
presidents.

We focus attention on the Trump Administration’s failure to use
economic policy to mitigate the human suffering caused by the
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coronavirus recession. For months he blocked efforts to extend
enhanced unemployment benefits, threatening to leave millions of
American families without income just after Christmas. He
refused to provide critical aid to state and local governments,
despite compelling historical evidence that withholding it can
prolong a recession. Instead, he called for a large payroll tax cut
that would have provided the biggest benefit to the highest wage
earners and delivered nothing to millions of Americans who had
lost their jobs.

The pandemic has laid bare one of the greatest challenges of our
time, the entrenched economic inequality dividing Americans by
race and class. The working poor, immigrants, Black Americans,
Hispanic Americans and Native Americans have been hit
especially hard by the pandemic; they are more likely to contract
COVID-19 or suffer extreme economic hardship as a result of the
coronavirus recession. The President not only has failed to lessen
these divisions, he has greatly worsened them and left many
Americans scarred.

The pandemic also has made it impossible to ignore shortcomings
in U.S. policies to support workers and families, but the President
has refused even to recognize their importance. Inadequate paid
sick leave during a pandemic forces Americans to go to work sick
and risk infecting others, yet the President weakened sick leave
provisions in coronavirus relief legislation.* The closure of child
care centers and decreased supply of affordable child care during
the pandemic has forced parents, disproportionately women, to
work less or drop out of the labor force, yet the President has taken
no action to help them.? And despite the fact that the share of
Americans reporting symptoms of depressive and/or anxiety
disorder has tripled in the past year, the President has ignored their
illness and offered no plans to address it.?
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Our analysis starts at the beginning of the Trump Administration,
when the President inherited a strong economy from Barack
Obama, with steady GDP growth, unemployment at only 4.7
percent and 76 consecutive months of job growth.* The President
claimed that the economy was “in a rather dismal state” and that
he had performed a historic turnaround — much as he had boasted
that he was a self-made man while inheriting more than $400
million from his father.®

In the years before the pandemic, the President’s two most
important economic policies provided few benefits at a very high
cost. The 2017 tax cuts did little to lift the economy beyond
existing trends, but increased inequality and will leave almost $2
trillion in federal debt over 10 years.® The trade war with China
failed to deliver the promised “blue-collar boom” and instead cost
hundreds of thousands of U.S. jobs. While the economy in the
period before the pandemic remained strong, this was not due to
the President’s policies but resulted from the tailwinds of the
Obama expansion and the Federal Reserve’s far-sighted decision
to hold interest rates low.”

The President casts himself and his economic record as victims of
the coronavirus pandemic and resulting recession. However, he
deserves infinitely more blame for these crises than any other
American. He ignored the advice of the nation’s top economists,
who said the number one priority for the economy was to contain
the coronavirus. He did exactly the opposite of what the nation’s
leading public health experts recommended — restricting testing,
mocking those who wore masks and calling on supporters to attend
political rallies that became super-spreading events. These
blunders substantially worsened the economic crisis, with the
effective unemployment rate reaching almost 20 percent.®

The President’s most tragic error was his effort to save his sinking
economic record by pressuring governors to re-open their
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economies.® Public health officials warned that prematurely lifting
measures to contain the coronavirus would lead to an explosion of
cases and deaths, while the overwhelming majority of top
economists said that reopening too soon “will lead to greater total
economic damage.”!® The President again ignored their advice,
squandering the immense personal and economic sacrifices
Americans had made during the lockdowns.

In recent months, leading economic indicators have improved
from abysmal to mediocre. However, the economy is far weaker
than the numbers suggest. For example, the unemployment rate in
November was 6.7 percent — two percentage points higher than
when the President took office.!* However, this does not reflect
the fact that since February 5 million Americans have given up
looking for work and have left the labor force.!? If they were
counted as unemployed, the unemployment rate would be
approximately three percentage points higher.”® Likewise, the
recent spike in third quarter GDP growth is underwhelming
because it follows a historic drop in the previous quarter — the
economy remains substantially smaller than it was at the end of
2019.14

President Trump leaves to his successor an economy that is in far
worse condition than the one he inherited. He will be the first
president in the modern era to preside over a net loss in jobs, with
the economy losing approximately 3 million jobs since he was
inaugurated.’® More than 700,000 Americans have filed for
unemployment benefits every week since mid-March, and recent
evidence suggests that the labor market may be worsening.

The most ominous sign for the economy is the tragic fact that the
number of new U.S. coronavirus cases is exploding, largely a
result of the President’s refusal to take responsibility for the
federal coronavirus response and reckless actions he took that
accelerated the spread of the virus. The number of U.S. deaths
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from COVID-19 already has exceeded the number of American
lives lost in combat during World War 1I, and the numbers are
climbing rapidly.*” As a result, the coronavirus pandemic now is a
greater threat to the U.S. economy than in the spring, when it drove
unemployment to the highest levels since the Great Depression.

This will be President Trump’s economic legacy.

DONALD S. BEYER, JR.
VICE CHAIR



179

ENDNOTES

! McNicholas, Celine, and Margaret Poydock. 2020, April 14. “The Trump
administration has weakened crucial worker protections needed to combat the
coronavirus.” Economic Policy Institute. https://www.epi.org/blog/the-trump-
administration-has-weakened-crucial-worker-protections-needed-to-combat-
the-coronavirus-agencies-tasked-with-protecting-workers-have-put-them-in-
danger/; Cochrane, Emily, Claire Cain Miller, and Jim Tankersley. 2020, April
2. “Trump Administration Scales Back Paid Leave in Coronavirus Relief Law.”
The New York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/02/us/politics/coronavirus-paid-leave.html.
2 Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2020, April 3. “The Employment Situation —
March 2020.”
https://www.dol.gov/newsroom/economicdata/empsit_04032020.pdf.

3 National Center for Health Statistics. “Household Pulse Survey: Anxiety and
Depression.” Symptoms of Anxiety or Depression Based on Reported
Frequency of Symptoms During Last 7 Days, Nov. 11-Nov. 23.
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/covid19/pulse/mental-health.htm.

4 Federal Reserve Economic Data, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis.
Unemployment  Rate.  https:/fred.stlouisfed.org/seriesstUNRATE;  U.S.
Congress Joint Economic Committee. “Did Trump Create or Inherit the Strong
Economy?”  https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/ _cache/files/2c298bda-8aee-
4923-84a3-95a54f7f6e6f/did-trump-create-or-inherit-the-strong-economy. pdf.
® Boak, Josh, and Christopher Rugaber. 2018, July 27. “AP FACT CHECK:
Trump falsely claims historic turnaround.” The Associated Press.
https://apnews.com/article/a7e135215ebc4993a99a85f7eb6963f3; Trump,
Donald. 2020, January 21. Remarks by President Trump at the World Economic
Forum. The White House. https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-
statements/remarks-president-trump-world-economic-forum-davos-
switzerland/; Barstow, David, Susanne Craig, and Russ Buettner. 2018, October
2. “Trump Engaged in Suspect Tax Schemes as He Reaped Riches From His
Father.” The New York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/10/02/us/politics/donald-trump-
tax-schemes-fred-trump.html.

6 Congressional Budget Office. 2019, January 28. “The Budget and Economic
Outlook: 2019 to 2029.” https://www.cbo.gov/publication/54918; Tax Policy
Center. “How did the TCJA affect the federal budget outlook?”
https://www.taxpolicycenter.org/briefing-book/how-did-tcja-affect-federal-
budget-outlook.

7 Bivens, Josh. 2020, October 21. “The Trump administration was ruining the
pre-COVID-19 economy too, just more slowly.” Economic Policy Institute.
https://www.epi.org/blog/the-trump-administration-was-ruining-the-pre-
covid-19-19-economy-too-just-more-slowly/.



https://www.epi.org/blog/the-trump-administration-has-weakened-crucial-worker-protections-needed-to-combat-the-coronavirus-agencies-tasked-with-protecting-workers-have-put-them-in-danger/
https://www.epi.org/blog/the-trump-administration-has-weakened-crucial-worker-protections-needed-to-combat-the-coronavirus-agencies-tasked-with-protecting-workers-have-put-them-in-danger/
https://www.epi.org/blog/the-trump-administration-has-weakened-crucial-worker-protections-needed-to-combat-the-coronavirus-agencies-tasked-with-protecting-workers-have-put-them-in-danger/
https://www.epi.org/blog/the-trump-administration-has-weakened-crucial-worker-protections-needed-to-combat-the-coronavirus-agencies-tasked-with-protecting-workers-have-put-them-in-danger/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/02/us/politics/coronavirus-paid-leave.html
https://www.dol.gov/newsroom/economicdata/empsit_04032020.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/covid19/pulse/mental-health.htm
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/UNRATE
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/2c298bda-8aee-4923-84a3-95a54f7f6e6f/did-trump-create-or-inherit-the-strong-economy.pdf
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/2c298bda-8aee-4923-84a3-95a54f7f6e6f/did-trump-create-or-inherit-the-strong-economy.pdf
https://apnews.com/article/a7e135215ebc4993a99a85f7eb6963f3
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-world-economic-forum-davos-switzerland/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-world-economic-forum-davos-switzerland/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-world-economic-forum-davos-switzerland/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/10/02/us/politics/donald-trump-tax-schemes-fred-trump.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/10/02/us/politics/donald-trump-tax-schemes-fred-trump.html
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/54918
https://www.taxpolicycenter.org/briefing-book/how-did-tcja-affect-federal-budget-outlook
https://www.taxpolicycenter.org/briefing-book/how-did-tcja-affect-federal-budget-outlook
https://www.epi.org/blog/the-trump-administration-was-ruining-the-pre-covid-19-19-economy-too-just-more-slowly/
https://www.epi.org/blog/the-trump-administration-was-ruining-the-pre-covid-19-19-economy-too-just-more-slowly/

180

8 Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2020, May 8. “The Employment Situation — April
2020.” https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_05082020.pdf.

® Rampell, Catherine. 2020, April 20. “Trump has almost nothing to lose. That’s
why he wants to reopen the economy.” The Washington Post.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/trumps-mission-to-reopen-the-
economy-is-his-hail-mary-chance-at-reelection/2020/04/20/7263fb1e-833c-
11ea-a3eb-e9fc93160703 story.html.

10 The Initiative on Global Markets, Chicago Booth School of Business. 2020,
March 217. “Policy for the COVID-19 Crisis.”
https://www.igmchicago.org/surveys/policy-for-the-covid-19-crisis/.

11 Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2020, December 4. “The Employment Situation —
November 2020.”
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_12042020.pdf.

12 JEC Democratic staff calculations using Federal Reserve Economic Data,
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. “Labor Force Participation Rate.”
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/CIVPART and Bureau of Labor Statistics.
2020, December 4. “Table A-1. Employment status of the civilian population
by sex and age.”
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_12042020.pdf. This
calculation is based on the drop in the labor force participation rate from
February 2020 to November 2020 multiplied by the civilian noninstitutional
population in November 2020.

13 Federal Reserve. 2020, September 16. “Transcript of Chair Powell’s Press
Conference.”
https://www.federalreserve.gov/mediacenter/filess/FOMCpresconf20200916.p
df.

14 Casselman, Ben. 2020, October 29. “Economy’s Big Rebound Leaves a
Shortfall  as  Progress  Slows.”  The New  York  Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/29/business/economy/gdp-g3-
economy.html.

15 Federal Reserve Economic Data, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. All
Employees, Total Nonfarm. https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/PAYEMS.

16 Federal Reserve Economic Data, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. “All
Employees, Initial Claims.” https://fred.stlouisfed.org/graph/?g=wMGt.

17 Johns Hopkins University and Medicine. COVID-19 Dashboard by the
Center for Systems Science and Engineering (CSSE) at Johns Hopkins
University (JHU).  https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html;  Congressional
Research Service. 2020, July 29. “American War and Military Operations
Casualties: Lists and Statistics.” https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/RL32492.pdf.

18 Federal Reserve Economic Data, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis.
Unemployment Rate. https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/fUNRATE.

1 House Committee on the Budget. 2020, October 29. “President Trump Has
Failed the American Economy.”
https://budget.house.gov/publications/report/president-trump-has-failed-
american-economy.



https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_05082020.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/trumps-mission-to-reopen-the-economy-is-his-hail-mary-chance-at-reelection/2020/04/20/7263fb1e-833c-11ea-a3eb-e9fc93160703_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/trumps-mission-to-reopen-the-economy-is-his-hail-mary-chance-at-reelection/2020/04/20/7263fb1e-833c-11ea-a3eb-e9fc93160703_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/trumps-mission-to-reopen-the-economy-is-his-hail-mary-chance-at-reelection/2020/04/20/7263fb1e-833c-11ea-a3eb-e9fc93160703_story.html
https://www.igmchicago.org/surveys/policy-for-the-covid-19-crisis/
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_12042020.pdf
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/CIVPART
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_12042020.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/mediacenter/files/FOMCpresconf20200916.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/mediacenter/files/FOMCpresconf20200916.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/29/business/economy/gdp-q3-economy.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/29/business/economy/gdp-q3-economy.html
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/PAYEMS
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/graph/?g=wMGt
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/RL32492.pdf
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/UNRATE
https://budget.house.gov/publications/report/president-trump-has-failed-american-economy
https://budget.house.gov/publications/report/president-trump-has-failed-american-economy



