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INTRODUCTION 

In today’s global economy, tariffs are 
no longer abstract global policy tools 
debated in political circles. They are 
practical realities that shape markets 
and influence the way governments 
buy goods and services. For public 
procurement professionals, tariffs can 
mean unexpected price swings, 
disrupted contracts, and difficult 
conversations with suppliers.

This guide, based on expertise Mike 
Bevis shared in a recent NIGP webinar, 
is designed to help you respond with 
clarity and confidence. It translates 
complex issues into practical strategies 
you can apply directly in your work.

Tar�ffs in Our Procurement Reality
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SECTION 1
The Mechanics of Tar�ffs and Why They Matter

A tariff is a tax imposed on imported goods. Governments use tariffs to generate 
revenue, protect domestic industries, and/or influence international trade. Whatever the 
intent, the effects ripple quickly through supply chains.  In the US only the Federal 
Government can impose tariffs; in other countries, such as Canada, Provinces may 
impose tariffs. Procurement professionals need to keep two facts front of mind: 

The importer pays the tariff. Tariffs are imposed and collected at the border; they 
are then passed down the supply chain until they reach the consumer. 

Public agencies are not exempt. While generally exempt from sales tax, government 
buyers ultimately absorb tariff-related costs as part of the purchase price. 

Ad Valorem: 
A percentage of 
the item’s value. 
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Understanding how tariffs are structured helps you separate legitimate vendor 
claims from opportunistic ones.

Tariffs take several forms: 

Specific: 
A fixed fee per unit. 

Compound: 
A combination of ad 
valorem and specific. 

Quota-based: 
Rates increase when imports 
exceed a set volume. 

1.

2.

Tar i f fs  i n  an  Evo lv ing  Marketp lace :  What ’s  a  Buyer  to  Do?  



SECTION 2
How Tar�ffs Disr�pt Contracts and Pr�cing

Tariffs represent a form of price risk. They can make prices unpredictable, 
complicate long-term planning, and invite attempts at profiteering. Common 
disruptions include: 
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When no one can control the risk, buyers may need to assume it. But that 
does not mean giving vendors a blank check. The goal is to build contracts 
that appropriately allocate risk while discouraging abuse. 

Volatility: Sudden price hikes when tariffs are introduced or raised. 

Timing issues: Vendors passing tariff increases onto goods bought before 
tariffs took effect. 

Profiteering: Inflated claims of tariff impacts without proof. 

Fixed-price exposure: Contracts without adjustment clauses may leave one 
party unfairly burdened. 

A simple risk management framework can help design an approach: 

1.

2.

3.

Identify the risk — what part of your contract or supply line is exposed?

Assess the likelihood and potential impact.

Respond with strategies that balance flexibility and accountability.
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SECTION 3
Strategies for Response — Contracts, 
Clauses, and Questions

You can’t control tariffs but thoughtfully designed contracts are your best defense 
against tariff uncertainty. Strong language ensures fair treatment while giving both 
sides a roadmap when conditions change. 
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Force Majeure: Excuses performance if unforeseen events make delivery impossible. 

Impossibility: Voids the contract when fulfillment becomes impossible. 

Adjustment clauses: Allow changes in price tied to defined triggers. 

For new contracts, build flexibility in from the start: 

Use indexes (such as OPIS for fuel or NYMEX for metals) that track real market 
conditions, which will include tariffs. 

Use adjustment clauses: 

Fair contracts also account for the possibility of tariffs being reduced or 
eliminated. If prices can go up, they must also be able to come down.

Define a basis for pricing, such as the market rate five days before bid submission. 

Set triggers that determine when a price adjustment can be requested. 

Establish caps to limit the size of adjustments. 

Require documentation, such as importer receipts, before approving changes. 

For existing contracts, review provisions such as: 
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SECTION 4
Shared Risk and Ethical Guardrails

Procurement is not only about numbers. It is also 
about ethics and stewardship of public resources. 
When tariffs enter the picture, this responsibility 
becomes even more critical. 

Protect your agency by: 
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In some cases, sharing the burden is the best 
option. Splitting tariff costs with a vendor 
above a certain threshold can prevent financial 
strain while preserving competition. Shared 
risk fosters transparency and builds stronger 
vendor relationships. 

Demanding credible evidence of 
tariff-related cost increases. 

Requiring suppliers to disclose cost 
structures that show the true impact. 

Auditing inventory practices to ensure you 
are not paying new rates for pre-tariff stock. 

Remember: strategic sharing is not weakness. It is a disciplined approach 
that protects public interests while keeping supply chains stable and 
avoiding unnecessary risk premiums. 
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SECTION 5
Looking Ahead 

There is no one-size-fits-all solution to tariffs. They are shaped by global and 
domestic politics, global markets, and shifting policies. But procurement 
professionals can prepare by: 
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Understanding how tariffs work and their impact on costs. 

Staying current on tariff data through the USITC Harmonized Tariff Schedule. 

Using professional networks such as NIGP NSite Communities to share 
strategies and lessons learned. 

Advocating for contract language and procurement policies that emphasize 
resilience and fairness. 

Your role is more than managing 
transactions. You are a risk manager, a 
strategist, and a steward of public trust. 

By approaching tariffs with foresight and 
discipline, you ensure your agency remains 
agile in a world of constant change. 

Tar i f fs  i n  an  Evo lv ing  Marketp lace :  What ’s  a  Buyer  to  Do?  

https://learning.usitc.gov/hts-guide/index.html#/
https://nsite.nigp.org/home


You are not alone in this work. Across the profession, your peers face the same risks 
and share the same responsibility. By learning together and leading with integrity, we 
can turn tariff challenges into opportunities for smarter, stronger procurement. 
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Tariffs will continue to shape procurement for years to come. They cannot be avoided, but 
they can be managed. With thoughtful contracts, ethical standards, and a commitment to 
fairness, procurement professionals can navigate this challenge with confidence. 

SECTION 5 (Cont.)
Closing Note 
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REFERENCES & RESOURCES

The United States International Trade Commission offers a free online course on how to 
use the Harmonized Tariff Schedule: https://learning.usitc.gov/hts-guide/index.html#/

Understanding the Har�onized Tar�ff Schedule (HTS)

Sample For� for Establishing the Tar�ff Basis

Heading/ 
Subheading

Statistical 
Suffix

Description Unit of 
Measure

Amount per 
unit

% of Bid 
Price

Competency Module: Contract Management and Performance (2 Day course, 
available Virtual Instructor-Led and On Demand)

Competency Module: Risk Analysis (1/2 Day course, available Virtual Instructor-Led)

Competency Module: Relationship Management: Internal Customers and Suppliers 
(2 Day course, available Virtual Instructor-Led)

NIGP Blog Series: Legally Speaking 

NIGP Resources
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• Kate M. Rotella, NIGP-CPP, CPPO, MPA
Director of Fiscal Affairs and Acquisitions
Eastern Connecticut State University 

• William P. Shields, Jr.
Executive Director of The American Society for 
Public Administration (ASPA) 

• Dr. Kim Abrego, DPT, PT
Disaster Recovery Services, LLC (DRS)
Chief Operatiing Officer

• Janice LaChance, JD, FASAE
Interim Executive Director and CEO, American 
Geophysical Union

• Donald Kettl
Retired, Professor, Lyndon B. Johnson School 
of Public Affairs
University of Maryland School of Public Policy

Steer�ng Council

Senior Public Procurement Practitioners

• Mike Bevis, FNIGP, NIGP-CPP, JD, CPPO, CPSM, 
DBIA, CJP, C.P.M., Chief Procurement Officer, 
City of Norfolk 

• Kirk  Buffington, FNIGP, NIGP-CPP, CPPO, C.P.M., 
CPFIM, City of Fort Lauderdale, Florida (retired) 

• Lourdes Coss, NIGP-CPP, CPPO, Procurement 
and Leadership Strategist 

• Alex Denis, NIGP-CPP, CPPO, Chief Operating 
Officer, North County Transit District, Del Mar, CA 

• Darin Matthews, FNIGP, NIGP-CPP, CPPO, CPSM, 
C.P.M., Chief Procurement Officer,  California State 
Polytechnic University 

• Emma Sears, NIGP-CPP, Procurement Manager, 
Corporation of the City of Vaughan, ON 

• Ezzard (Charles) Spencer, NIGP-CPP, NIGP-PPA, 
FCCN, FCCM, Procurement Director, City of 
Plantation, FL

Business Community Thought Leaders

• Dave Wetzel, National Public Sector Leader, 
Canon U.S.A., WA 

• Valya Broyer, Vice President, Public Sector, ODP 
Business Solutions, CO 

• Mike Crossley, Vice President, Sales, Guy Brown 
Company, TN 

• Marcheta Gillespie, FNIGP, NIGP-CPP, CPPO, CPM, 
CPPB, C.P.M., President, NIGP Code and Consulting 
Services, AZ 

• Ken Heckman, Founder and CEO, Axia Cooperative

Academic Community Thought Leaders

• Maria Aristigueta, University of Delaware (Retired) 

• Naim Kapucu, PhD, Pegasus Professor and 
Director, School of Public Administration & Policy, 
University of Central Florida School of Public 
Administration 

• Bill Resh, Chair & Professor of Public Management 
& Policy; Director, Civic Leadership Education & 
Research Center; Affiliate Faculty, Political Science 
at Georgia State University 

• Carl Stenberg, James E. Holshouser Jr. 
Distinguished Professor of Public Administration 
and Government, UNC - Chapel Hill, School of 
Government 

• Rex Facer, Ph.D., SHRM-SCP, Head, Local 
Government Unit, Carl Vinson Institute of 
Government, University of Georgia 

• Evelyn Rodriguez-Plesa, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, 
University of Central Florida

Stakeholder Association Thought Leaders

• Dan Blair, National Academy of Public 
Administration, Washington D.C. (retired) 

• Mark Dorsey, MBA, FASAE, CAE, Chief Executive 
Officer, Construction Specifications Institute & CSI 
Foundation 

• Antoinette Samuel, MPA, FASAE, Retired, Senior 
Executive and Director, Operations and 
Administration, National League of Cities, DC

Advisory Board
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