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“Global Trade War:”  the market’s current nightmare . . . and the Big Picture. 
  

“Global Trade War!” is emphatically back, playing on all screens and in most headlines, as the market’s 
current nightmare.  It is the nature of the market to have nightmares pretty often.  As Outlook has 
remarked a few times, it’s also a good thing:  the really dangerous markets are those without nightmares 
serious enough to trigger some degree of justifiable anxiety.  Most nightmares fade away under the 
daylight of “facts on the ground” which are solid enough to make the nightmares begin to look silly . . . 
eventually.  Every once in a while, of course, a nightmare turns out to be as deadly, tomorrow, as it “feels” 
today, in the midst of the screaming headlines and falling stock prices.  But not very often; not often at 
all.  What we must do, as usual, to figure out which kind of nightmare we’re dealing with—fade-away, or 
real calamity—is look at the whole picture—the “Big Picture”—not just the nightmare’s corner of it. 
  
Economist Scott Grannis showed us a few corners of the whole picture today: 
  

 
  

70% of all freight in the U.S. travels by truck, which makes it useful to pay attention to “truck tonnage” as 
a barometer of U.S. economic health and growth.  Tonnage has grown 8% over the past 12 months.  “This 
might be the best truck freight market we’ve ever seen,” said the American Trucking Association.  
  



 
  

That trucking picture was a 15-year look.  Here’s a 30-year look at total U.S. bank loans.  It’s just as 
impressive as the truck picture, showing a delinquency rate on all bank loans—business and consumer—
very near 30-year lows, and very far below historical averages.  This picture goes very well with another 
favorite from Mr. Grannis:  the chart which shows historically low “debt-service-to-income” levels for both 
businesses and consumers.  (Meaning the burden of handling debt is as light as it’s ever been, in the U.S.) 
  
If we add these two corners of the Big Picture to the “Threat of Global Trade War” headlines, we still 
aren’t coming very close to seeing the whole thing.  It is a very big “Big Picture,” and it takes a lot of 
looking.  But these couple of items do let us make a remark or two about that current Nightmare, which 
helps give it some perspective. 
  

• The last time “Global Trade War” gave the U.S. (and the world) any real problems was during the 
Great Depression.  In the early 1930’s—well after the Depression got rolling—politicians in the 
U.S. and around the world did indeed trigger such a war, and it very likely made the Depression 
somewhat worse. 

  
• But the U.S., at the time, was in the process of allowing one-third of America’s banks to fail, 

destroyed by panic and runs, wiping out their depositors.  It’s hard to find words strong enough 
to describe this government-policy mistake:  “foolish beyond belief” scratches the 
surface.  Regardless of the adjectives, however, is the easy ranking of the damage caused by “bank 
collapse” versus “global trade war.”  The bank collapse caused the economy to plunge off a cliff, 
and the Depression to begin.  “Global trade war” wasn’t quite a pinprick, by comparison, but it 
was like having a potted plant fall on one’s head, compared to a piano.  
  

• As Mr. Grannis’ charts show, the U.S. economy is infinitely stronger, today, than it was the last 
time “global trade war” reared its head and roared.  The financial strength of consumers, 
businesses and the banks which lend to them are off the charts in the opposite direction.  As 
“truck tonnage” shows, the U.S. economy is marching ahead with emphatic strength, and this 
strength is not in the least based upon risky borrowing and lending.  
  

We must always make ourselves look at many pieces of the Big Picture, trying to see and understand 
enough of those pieces to know the truth about the economy, about our own companies, and about the 
market’s current moods:  from cheerful to frightened.   The risks of that “global trade war” are not silly, 



and not trivial—but they are always going to be exaggerated by the media and the political world, because 
that’s the nature of those worlds.  Mr. Grannis’ charts remind us of what is the most powerful “fact on 
the ground” of all, in today’s Big Picture:  financial strength.  People, companies and whole economies can 
stand a shocking amount of punishment, when they stand on a foundation of financial strength.  We can’t 
tell just how today’s “global trade war” nightmare will turn out:  fading away, or doing some real 
damage.  Outlook leans pretty strongly toward the “fade away” scenario.  But the damage it’s capable of 
doing is emphatically limited by U.S. financial strength.  We’re holding and buying. 
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The remarks above aren’t a general recommendation to buy or sell particular securities.  Such decisions 
should only be made in the context of an investor’s own circumstances.  Stocks and bonds carry the risk 
of loss. 
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