To compare and contrast UK government and Japanese government responses to current US trade tariff policy (Narantsatsralt Ganbaatar)
In 2025 the United States under President Trump dramatically expanded trade tariffs globally, imposing a baseline 10% tariff on all imports and higher levies on many countries’ goods (Mason, et al., 2025). These measures came amid an escalating US–China tech and trade war, including U.S. export controls on semiconductors that have drawn in America’s allies. Both the United Kingdom and Japan, as close US partners, have had to react to this tariff shock. Though both stress the “special” U.S. alliance, their official responses have differed in tone and tactics. The UK government has emphasised calm negotiation and a push for a bilateral deal to “mitigate the impact” of tariffs (Aljazeera, 2025), while making clear it will protect its industries if needed. Japan’s government, by contrast, has publicly decried the duties as a “national crisis” (Mason, et al., 2025), urgently convened cross-party talks and high-level negotiations with Washington, and even prepared new domestic stimulus to cushion the blow. Both countries have aligned with U.S. restrictions on advanced technology exports to China, but each has framed the overall tariff conflict in its own strategic and political terms.
The Trump administration’s 2025 tariff policy builds on previous trade frictions. Beyond broad tariffs on imports, the U.S. has pressed export controls on technology (especially semiconductors) to limit China’s access to advanced chips. Japan and the UK have generally cooperated with the U.S. on tech controls, for example, in early 2023 Japan agreed to new export controls on 23 types of chipmaking equipment, aligning with the U.S.-led effort to slow China’s chip industry. Similarly, Britain has applied national-security rules to curb Chinese tech investment and exports, such as ordering a Chinese-owned firm to divest a UK chipmaker. These steps show Tokyo and London sharing U.S. concerns about tech-security but not instigating trade conflict themselves.
In trade terms, however, the U.S. tariffs represent a rupture in the post–World War II order of liberalised trade. After unveiling April 2025 global tariffs, President Trump offered to waive higher duties for close partners willing to negotiate deals. Japan’s and the UK’s leaders have responded to this by moving quickly to talks. Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba of Japan and UK’s Business and Trade Secretary Jonathan Reynolds both emphasised that they “remain committed” to securing deals with the U.S. even after tariffs were announced (Reuters, 2025). Neither country immediately retaliated with counter-tariffs, unlike the EU and China which swiftly threatened or imposed reprisals. Instead, Britain and Japan have sought to protect their exporters and pivot negotiations.
The UK has approached the tariffs primarily through diplomatic engagement and negotiation. In official statements, ministers stressed the special U.S.–UK alliance and the need to stay calm. the UK response has been “cool-headed”, focus on negotiation and alignment with US policy, rather than immediate confrontation. At the same time, the UK government has publicly vowed to defend domestic industry. In March 2025, when Trump re-imposed 25% tariffs on steel and aluminium, the UK Business Secretary noted that London was negotiating a wider deal “to eliminate additional tariffs” (Government of the UK, 2025). Notably, UK ministers rejected the idea of a trade war. Reynolds cautioned MPs “to keep calm and remain clear-eyed on what is in our national interest,” rather than escalate conflict in step with other countries. Industry leaders largely agreed the Confederation of British Industry praised the UK’s measured stance, warning that retaliation would only harm exports (Reuters, 2025). Likewise, when the UK–US trade deal was finally announced on May 8, 2025, Prime Minister Keir Starmer hailed it as a “historic” breakthrough that would protect and create jobs. On the other hand, Japan’s response has been more urgent and politically charged. When the U.S. announced a 25% auto tariff and a 24% tariff on other Japanese goods, Prime Minister Ishiba publicly denounced the moves as “extremely regrettable” and a “national crisis” for Japan (Mason, et al., 2025). Tokyo immediately mobilised a cross-party effort: Ishiba convened opposition leaders to coordinate a response, as both ruling and opposition parties agreed that “this is the issue with which we all together need to deal”. This high-level unity aimed to address the economic pain (Japan’s auto exports to the U.S. are 28% of its total exports) and to present a unified front to Washington. The finance minister even publicly questioned whether Trump’s tariffs violated the 2019 U.S.–Japan trade agreement. Government spokesmen and ministers uniformly urged negotiation. Trade minister Akazawa Ryosei told parliament he would “push the United States to make sure that an executive order be signed” quickly (Yamazaki, 2025). Japanese negotiators were very active. By late July 2025, Japan had struck a deal with Washington, existing U.S. auto tariffs would be cut to 15% (from 27.5%) in exchange for a massive $550 billion package of Japanese investment in U.S. supply chains. Both governments touted this deal as a major victory: Ishiba called the new 15% rate “the lowest rate ever applied” to a country with a trade surplus with the U.S. (Hunnicutt & Katsumura, 2025). Still, implementation remained a concern. In August 2025 Ishiba told Parliament he was “not a typical counterpart” but promised to hold talks directly with Trump to ensure the cuts took effect soon.
Both the UK and Japan emphasise their alliance with the U.S. and a desire to avoid open conflict, but the character of their responses reflects different strategic contexts. The UK, now a mid-size power seeking a comprehensive post-Brexit partnership with America, has pursued a patient, deal-oriented strategy. Its ministers repeatedly stress that “our intention remains to secure a deal” and that only a negotiated agreement “serves Britain’s interests” as an “open-facing trading nation” (Government of the UK, 2025). UK leaders are keen to portray Trump’s tariffs as aberrant but surmountable through dialogue. Thus, London’s tone has been conciliatory and multilateral, reflecting its emphasis on rules-based trade. The UK also balances this with caution, though not initially retaliating, it has “kept all options on the table” and initiated business consultations on retaliation. However, Japan’s stance has been more forceful publicly, treating the issue partly as a sovereignty and fairness matter. Even so, it did not openly declare a trade war. Instead, Tokyo combined stern rhetoric with urgent diplomacy. Both countries seek a deal that avoids too much pain for businesses, but Japan has been willing to offer very large concessions to secure U.S. concessions. Japan’s domestic politics adds pressure: Ishiba’s minority government faced an angry electorate and opposition demanding countermeasures. In contrast, UK industries mostly sided with government calls for composure. This difference is visible in the headlines. UK commentary stressed a “cool and calm response”, whereas Japan’s media reported the PM calling it a “national crisis” and mobilising all parties.
On technology and China, both governments have broadly aligned with U.S. policy, yet again with nuances. Japan formally joined the U.S.-led chip export controls, restricting its domestic producers from selling cutting-edge chipmaking tools to China. The UK has similarly tightened rules on Chinese tech, for example by ordering Chinese firms to exit UK semiconductor ventures and participating in allied export controls on high-performance chip designs (Reuters, 2022). However, Japan is more wary of economically alienating, while the UK has largely decoupled from Beijing on strategic grounds.
Historically, Japan faced similar challenges in 2018–19 when Trump first imposed auto and steel tariffs. Tokyo then offered domestic concessions to maintain exemptions. The 2025-episode echoes this “buy American” strategy: Ishiba agreed to a huge U.S. investment plan as the price for softer tariffs. The UK, by contrast, only recently became a standalone negotiating partner (post-Brexit). Previously, during Trump’s first term, UK trade policy was coordinated through the EU. Now, Britain acts on its own, quickly transforming the confrontation into an “Economic Prosperity Deal” with the U.S. The outcome was similar. British cars now face only a 10% U.S. tariff, down from 27.5%. Yet London was more successful at preserving its regulatory standards (e.g. on food safety) in these talks.
In terms of strategy, London’s and Tokyo’s responses underscore their different worldviews. The UK’s rhetoric is consistently hopeful of liberalised trade and downplays confrontation. Japan, while not abandoning free trade, frames the battle in nationalistic terms and has been proactive in trying to shape U.S. policy via both diplomacy and domestic policy tools. Both stress dialogue over conflict. For example, after the April 2025 tariffs fell, the British government “remains resolute” in supporting industry while engaging the U.S. closely, similarly, Tokyo insisted “we will continue to engage with US businesses and our measures” (Yamazaki, 2025).
Conclusion
In summary, the UK and Japan have navigated the US tariffs by leveraging their alliances but with different emphases. Britain has projected confidence in a negotiated deal, echoing its emphasis on liberal values and close US ties. It has been cautious not to escalate, even as it quietly prepared countermeasures. Japan, confronting a bigger immediate hit to its export-driven economy, responded with alarmist language and a vigorous diplomatic push. Yet ultimately Tokyo’s strategy too has been to find a negotiated solution and to preserve the US alliance, even agreeing to large investments to secure tariff relief. Both governments, bound by alliance obligations and economic interdependence, have avoided open trade warfare. Their reactions reflect domestic politics from business lobbies in the UK to opposition parties in Japan, and broader strategy which is that the UK seeks a deep free-trade partnership with its “closest ally,” while Japan balances its US alliance with safeguarding its own industries. After all, it would be “self-stabbing’ too for U.S. to force tariffs on its two closest allies without accepting their own way negotiations.
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