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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING
THE DEPARTMENT
OF COMMERCE

The  United  States
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce  is  a  vast
and  mu l t i face ted
executive  department
o f  t h e  f e d e r a l
government.  While
many citizens may only
encounter  i t  when
looking  up  economic
d a t a  o r  w e a t h e r
forecasts, the duties of
the  Department  of
C o m m e r c e  t o u c h

nearly every aspect of
American  economic
l i fe .  F rom  issu ing
patents  to  monitoring
climate  patterns,  from
supporting  minority-
owned  businesses  to
e n f o r c i n g  t r a d e
a g r e e m e n t s ,  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
C o m m e r c e  i s  t h e
central  engine  driving
American  prosperity
a n d  e c o n o m i c
competitiveness.
Established  in  1903
and  later  reorganized
into its current form in
1913,  this  department
employs  over  40,000
people  and  operates
through  numerous
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specialized  agencies.
The primary mission is
straightforward:  to
create  the  conditions
for  economic  growth
and  opportunity.  But
how  exactly  does  the
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce  accomplish
this  ambitious  goal?
Understanding  the
comprehensive  duties
of  the  Department  of
Commerce reveals just
how  essential  this
o f t e n - o v e r l o o k e d
institution  is  to  the
nation's  well-being.

THE CORE
MISSION:
PROMOTING
ECONOMIC
GROWTH AND JOB
CREATION

A t  i t s  h e a r t ,  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce  exists  to
f o s t e r  e c o n o m i c
growth.  This  single
overarch ing  duty

informs every program,
policy,  and  initiative
t h e  d e p a r t m e n t
u n d e r t a k e s .  B y
supporting  American
businesses,  collecting
v i t a l  d a t a ,  a n d
ensuring  fair  trade
p r a c t i c e s ,  t h e
department creates an
environment  where
innovation  can  flourish
a n d  j o b s  c a n  b e
created.

Data
Collection
and
Economic
Analysis
One of the most visible
d u t i e s  o f  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
C o m m e r c e  i s  t h e
collection,  analysis,
and  dissemination  of
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economic  data.  Every
month, businesses and
policymakers  eagerly
await  reports  that
shape  decisions  worth
billions of  dollars.  The
Bureau  of  Economic
Analysis  publishes  the
gross domestic product
figures  that  tell  us
whether  the  economy
i s  g r o w i n g  o r
c o n t r a c t i n g .
Meanwhile, the Census
Bureau  conducts  the
decennial  census,
which  determines
political  representation
and the distribution of
federal funding.
This data is more than
just  numbers  on  a
p a g e .  I t  h e l p s
entrepreneurs  decide
where  to  open  new
s t o r e s .  I t  h e l p s
government  agencies
allocate  resources
efficiently.  It  helps
investors  understand
market trends. Without
the  data  provided  by

the  Department  of
C o m m e r c e ,  t h e
American  economy
would  operate  largely
in the dark. The duties
of  the  Department  of
Commerce in this area
are  foundational  to
informed  decision-
making across both the
publ ic  and  private
sectors.

Supportin
g
Business
Innovatio
n and
Competiti
veness
Beyond collecting data,
the  Department  of
Commerce  actively
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w o r k s  t o  m a k e
American  businesses
more  competitive  on
the  g loba l  s tage .
Through  the  National
Institute  of  Standards
and  Technology,  the
department  develops
m e a s u r e m e n t
standards  that  ensure
products  are  safe,
r e l i a b l e ,  a n d
interoperable.  These
standards might  seem
technical and obscure,
but  they are essential
for  everything  from
e n s u r i n g  y o u r
smartphone  connects
to  Wi-Fi  networks  to
guaranteeing  that
m e d i c a l  d e v i c e s
function  correctly.
The  Minority  Business
Development  Agency
focuses  specifically  on
helping minority-owned
businesses  grow  and
compete. This includes
providing  access  to
capital,  contracts,  and
markets. Similarly, the

E c o n o m i c
D e v e l o p m e n t
Administration  works
with  communit ies
across  the  country  to
create  strategies  for
e c o n o m i c
r e v i t a l i z a t i o n ,
particularly  in  areas
that have experienced
job  losses  or  natural
disasters.

INTERNATIONAL
TRADE AND
INVESTMENT

A n o t h e r  c r i t i c a l
category  within  the
d u t i e s  o f  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce  involves
international trade. The
United States is one of
the  world's  largest
trading  nations;  the
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce  plays  a
c e n t r a l  r o l e  i n
managing  this  vast
network of commercial
relationships.
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Trade
Policy
and
Enforcem
ent
The International Trade
Administration  works
to  promote  American
exports  and  enforce
trade  laws.  When  a
f o r e i g n  c o u n t r y
engages in unfair trade
pract ices,  such  as
dumping  products
below market value or
p rov id ing  i l l ega l
s u b s i d i e s  t o  i t s
i n d u s t r i e s ,  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce investigates
a n d  i m p o s e s
countervailing  duties.
This protects American
w o r k e r s  a n d
c o m p a n i e s  f r o m

competition that is not
j u s t  i n t e n s e  b u t
fundamentally unfair.
Add i t i ona l l y ,  the
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
C o m m e r c e  h e l p s
American  businesses
n a v i g a t e  t h e
c o m p l e x i t i e s  o f
exporting.  Through
trade missions, market
research,  and  expert
g u i d a n c e ,  t h e
department  opens
doors  for  small  and
m e d i u m - s i z e d
enterprises  that  might
otherwise  find
international  markets
inaccess ib le .  The
d u t i e s  o f  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce in this area
directly  support  the
creation  of  export-
related jobs across the
country.
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Export
Controls
and
National

Security
The Bureau of Industry
and Security  manages
export  controls  on
sensitive  technologies
and  goods.  This  is  a
delicate balancing act:
the  department  must
facilitate  legitimate
trade while preventing
t h e  t r a n s f e r  o f
technologies that could
threaten  nat ional
security. Items ranging
f r o m  a d v a n c e d
semiconductors  to
chemical  compounds
are carefully regulated
to ensure they do not
end up in the hands of
adversaries or terrorist

organizations.  This
trade-security nexus is
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
s e n s i t i v e  a n d
strategically  important
d u t i e s  o f  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce.

WEATHER,
OCEANS, AND THE
ENVIRONMENT

M a n y  p e o p l e  a r e
surprised to learn that
the  National  Oceanic
and  A tmosphe r i c
Administration  falls
under  the Department
of Commerce. Yet this
arrangement  makes
perfect  sense  when
one  considers  how
profoundly  weather,
climate,  and  ocean
conditions  affect
economic  activity.

Weather
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Forecasti
ng and
Climate
Monitorin

g
The  National  Weather
Se rv i ce  p rov ides
forecasts,  warnings,
and  data  that  protect
lives  and  property.
Every  year,  accurate
hurricane  tracking
saves billions of dollars
in  preparation  costs
and prevents countless
injuries.  Similarly,
cl imate  data  helps
farmers  plan  planting
seasons, helps utilities
prepare  for  energy
demand,  and  helps
insurers  assess  risk.
The economic value of
this  information  is
enormous,  and  it  all

flows from the duties of
the  Department  of
Commerce.

Ocean
and
Coastal
Managem
ent
The  National  Ocean
Service  manages  the
nation's  coasts  and
oceans.  This  includes
m a i n t a i n i n g
navigational  charts
essential  for  maritime
commerce,  managing
mar ine  protected
areas,  and responding
to  env i ronmenta l
threats  like  oil  spills.
H e a l t h y  o c e a n s
support  fishing
industries,  tourism,
a n d  s h i p p i n g .  B y
p ro tec t i ng  these
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r e s o u r c e s ,  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce  safeguards
industries that employ
millions  of  Americans.
The  du t i e s  o f  t he
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
C o m m e r c e  i n
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
stewardship  are  often
o v e r l o o k e d  b u t
critically important.

TECHNOLOGY AND
INNOVATION

I nnova t i on  i s  the
engine  of  long-term
economic  growth,  and
the  Department  of
Commerce  actively
fue l s  t h i s  eng ine
through  several  key
initiatives.

Patent
and

Trademar
k
Protectio
n
The  United  States
Patent  and Trademark
Office  is  one  of  the
busiest  intellectual
property  offices  in  the
world.  Every  year,  it
processes hundreds of
thousands  of  patent
a n d  t r a d e m a r k
a p p l i c a t i o n s .  B y
granting  patents,  the
department  g ives
inventors  exclusive
rights to their creations
for  a  l imited  t ime,
providing the incentive
n e c e s s a r y  f o r
innovation  to  occur.
Without  strong  patent
p r o t e c t i o n ,
p h a r m a c e u t i c a l
companies  could  not



Duties Of The Department Of Commerce 9

9

justify the billion-dollar
investments needed to
develop  new  drugs.
Without  trademark
protection,  consumers
could not trust that the
products  they  buy
c o m e  f r o m  t h e
c o m p a n i e s  t h e y
expect.  The  duties  of
the  Department  of
C o m m e r c e  i n
intellectual  property
protection are essential
t o  m a i n t a i n i n g
America's  competitive
edge.

Telecom
municatio
ns and
Spectrum
Managem

ent
T h e  N a t i o n a l
Telecommunications
a n d  I n f o r m a t i o n
Administration  advises
t h e  P r e s i d e n t  o n
telecommunications
policy  and  manages
t h e  f e d e r a l
government's  use  of
the radio spectrum. In
an  era  of  wi re less
every th ing ,  f r om
s m a r t p h o n e s  t o
autonomous  vehicles,
access to spectrum is a
cr i t i ca l  economic
resource. By managing
t h i s  r e s o u r c e
effectively,  the
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce enables the
growth  of  industries
t h a t  d e p e n d  o n
wireless  connectivity.
The  du t i e s  o f  t he
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
C o m m e r c e  i n
technology  pol icy
shape  the  d ig i ta l
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landscape for  decades
to come.

EMERGENCY
RESPONSE AND
RESILIENCE

In  times  of  crisis,  the
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce plays a vital
r o l e  i n  h e l p i n g
communities  recover
and  rebuild.

Disaster
Recovery
Assistanc
e
T h e  E c o n o m i c
D e v e l o p m e n t
A d m i n i s t r a t i o n
provides  grants  to
c o m m u n i t i e s
r e c o v e r i n g  f r o m
natural disasters. After
a  hurricane  or  wildfire,
local  economies  often
struggle to regain their

footing.  EDA  funding
h e l p s  r e b u i l d
infrastructure,  support
affected  businesses,
a n d  c r e a t e  n e w
e c o n o m i c
o p p o r t u n i t i e s .
S imi lar ly ,  NOAA's
weather  data  helps
emergency  managers
p r e p a r e  f o r  a n d
respond  to  disasters.
The  du t i e s  o f  t he
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce  extend
b e y o n d  n o r m a l
economic conditions to
encompass  the  full
range  of  challenges
communities  face.

Resilienc
e
Planning
As  cl imate  change
i n c r e a s e s  t h e
frequency and severity
of  extreme  weather
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e v e n t s ,  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce  is  at  the
forefront  of  helping
communities  plan  for
the  future.  Through
coastal  res i l ience
programs,  cl imate
adaptation  tools,  and
e c o n o m i c
diversification
i n i t i a t i v e s ,  t h e
department  helps
communities  become
more  res i l i en t  t o
shocks.  This  forward-
looking  approach  to
t h e  d u t i e s  o f  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce  ensures
t h a t  A m e r i c a n
communities can thrive
even  in  an  uncertain
future.

CONCLUSION: THE
DEPARTMENT OF
COMMERCE AS AN
ENGINE OF
AMERICAN
PROSPERITY

The  du t i e s  o f  t he
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
C o m m e r c e  a r e
remarkably  broad,
touching  nearly  every
sector of the American
economy  and  every
region of  the  country.
From  the  data  that
g u i d e s  b u s i n e s s
d e c i s i o n s  t o  t h e
patents  that  protect
innovation,  from  the
trade enforcement that
e n s u r e s  f a i r
competit ion  to  the
weather forecasts that
s a v e  l i v e s  a n d
p r o p e r t y ,  t h i s
d e p a r t m e n t  i s
i nd i spensab le  t o
American  prosperity.
By  understanding  the
full scope of the duties
of  the  Department  of
Commerce,  citizens
and policymakers alike
can  better  appreciate
the quiet, steady work
that  under l ies  the
nation's  economic
strength. As the global
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economy  continues  to
e v o l v e ,  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Commerce will  remain
essential  to  ensuring

t h a t  A m e r i c a n
businesses,  workers,
and  communities  can
seize the opportunities
of tomorrow.


