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Topic Paper Instructions and Template 

 
 
A short Topic Paper detailing the issue and law the student will be analyzing is due on Friday, 
September 27. The Topic Paper accounts for 5% of the final course grade. This paper should 
include three sections: an introduction, a broad discussion of the policy area, and a paragraph 
detailing the legislation they will be writing their legislative history on. It is expected that 
students will be able to use their topic paper as part of the final legislative history. 
 
The introduction should be one-three paragraphs and should use contemporary events to 
highlight how the legislation/policy is relevant today. In short, this section should hook the 
reader on why the legislation is important. Students should have at least two citations to 
newspaper articles in the introduction.  
 
A second section should then highlight debates over the broader policy topic. Is the policy 
controversial? If so, what are the arguments for reform? What are the arguments for the status 
quo? If the policy is not controversial today, was it controversial when it was enacted? If so, 
what were the arguments for and against? Students should have at least two citations to scholarly 
sources in this section. If possible, students are encouraged to utilize one Congressional 
Research Service report. This section should be between 3-4 paragraphs.  
 
Finally, students should conclude with a brief section titled “Legislation.” In this, students should 
list the bill they plan on writing their legislative history on. A list of important laws, short 
descriptions, their bill numbers and other supplementary information can be found here: 
 
https://www.thecongressproject.com/data 
 
Students are also encouraged to consult with the professor about prospective bills.  
 
The topic paper should be turned in as a word document, in 12 point times new roman font and 
single-spaced. Newspaper sources should be cited in footnotes. Scholarly citations should be 
presented in a Citations section at the end of the paper. A topic paper template is listed below.  
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Topic Paper Template: The Jones Act 
 
Introduction 
 
On September 20, 2017, Hurricane Maria struck Puerto Rico, a United States Territory. The 
Category 4 hurricane caused significant damage, knocking out the territory’s electrical grid for 
almost an entire year and causing thousands of death (CRS 2018).1 Shortly after the hurricane 
struck, Puerto Rican politicians expressed concern that badly needed relief goods like fresh water 
and medical supplies would reach the territory in time. These concerns stemmed from a U.S. 
federal law that requires “all waterborne shipping between points in the United States be carried 
by vessels built in the [continental] United States (Frittelli 2003).” While the law, commonly 
called the “Jones Act,” is often waived in the aftermath of a national disaster, the Trump 
administration initially refused to do so. The decision was reversed days later and a ten-day 
waiver was granted, but the episode sparked a debate over the merits of the law.2 
 
In the aftermath of Hurricane Maria, politicians of both parties criticized the Jones Act. Rep. 
Nydia Velazquez (D-NY), who was born in Puerto Rico, drafted a letter with seven other House 
members calling for a year-long waiver of the act. One of the signees, Rep. Adriano Espaillat (D-
NY), argued this was “a critical time of life and death for millions in Puerto Rico and throughout 
the Caribbean.”3 Senator John McCain (R-AZ) asserted it was “unacceptable to force the people 
of Puerto Rico to pay at least twice as much for food, clean drinking water, supplies and 
infrastructure due to Jones Act requirements as they work to recover from this disaster.”4 

                                                 
1 Maria had built on damage to the electrical grid caused earlier in the month by Hurricane Irma (CRS 2018). The 
Puerto Rican government would estimate that over 1,400 deaths could be attributed to the hurricane. Nearly a year 
later the government would raise the death count to just under 3,000. See Robles, Frances, Kenan Davis, Sheri Fink 
and Sarah Almukhtar. 2017. “Official Toll in Puerto Rico: 64. Actual Deaths May Be 1,052.” The New York Times, 
December 9. https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/12/08/us/puerto-rico-hurricane-maria-death-toll.html; 
Sanchez, Ray. 2018. “How Puerto Rico’s Death Toll Climbed from 64 to 2,975 in Hurricane Maria.” CNN, August 
29. https://www.cnn.com/2018/08/29/us/puerto-rico-growing-death-toll/index.html 
 
2 Jones Act waivers had been issued in the aftermath of previous hurricanes. The Bush administration had issued 
waivers after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. The Obama administration issued a limited waiver after Hurricane Sandy. 
The Trump administration did so for Hurricane Harvey just weeks prior to Maria (Yglesias, Matthew. 2017. “The 
Jones Act, the Obscure 1920 Shipping Regulation Strangling Puerto Rico, Explained.” Vox.com, October 9. 
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/9/27/16373484/jones-act-puerto-rico). 
 
3 See Velazquez, Nydia M. 2017. “Members of Congress Push Recovery Plan for Puerto Rico.” Press Release, 
September 25. https://velazquez.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/members-congress-push-recovery-plan-
puerto-rico 
 
4 Chokshi, Niraj. 2017. “Trump Waives Jones Act for Puerto Rico, Easing Hurricane Aid Shipments.” The New York 
Times, September 28. https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/12/08/us/puerto-rico-hurricane-maria-death-
toll.html 
 



McCain had co-sponsored a bill with Senator Mike Lee (R-UT) that would permanently repeal 
the law.   
 
In justification of not issuing a waiver, President Donald Trump (R-NY) stated that “we have a 
lot of shippers and a lot of people...who work in the shipping industry that don’t want the Jones 
Act lifted.”5 While the Jones Act provides protectionist benefits to Americans in the shipping 
industry, those in the industry argued it did not hinder the relief effort. The owner of a prominent 
U.S. shipping company, Thomas Crowley, argued Puerto Rico was not “being hampered by the 
existent of the Jones Act.”6 Crowley and others maintained the bigger problem facing Puerto 
Rico was getting goods already delivered to those in need. Many media sources collaborated this 
argument, noting there were substantial problem unloading ships due to Puerto Rico’s damaged 
infrastructure.7  
 
The Debate over Protectionism in American Shipping 
 
Controversy over the Jones Act and protectionism in U.S. shipping has occurred both before to 
and after Hurricane Maria. Debate over the law largely mirrors the debate over the broader issue 
of protectionism and free trade. Proponents of the Jones Act argue that it necessary to promote 
domestic manufacturing and that it is vital to national security. Specifically, by mandating ships 
be built in the United States, the act ensures a domestic shipbuilding industry with not only “a 
skilled labor pool of welders and fitters, but also the industrial infrastructure that can be called 
upon when our national security is threatened (Fritelli 2003, 2-3).” The ships themselves can also 
be called upon to help move American military personal and supplies. Retired Rear-Admiral 
T.K. Shannon argued that because the “military relies on ships to carry 95 percent of our combat 
capability to and from the war zone” American merchant ships represent the “4th arm of 
defense.”8 
 
Critics have countered that the speed of modern wars and the increase in U.S. government-
owned ships have mitigated any national security benefits from the act (Fritelli 2003). Moreover, 
economic analyses have demonstrated the measure increases costs for consumers. A 2014 study 

                                                 
5 Andrews, Natalie and Paul Page. 2017. “Trump Weighs Waiving Law Barring Foreign Ships from Delivering Aid 
to Puerto Rico.” The Wall Street Journal, September 27. https://www.wsj.com/articles/lawmakers-seek-waiver-of-
law-barring-foreign-ships-from-delivering-aid-to-puerto-rico-1506529999 
 
6 Mufson, Steven. 2018. “Trump just Lifted Shipping Restrictions for Puerto Rico. But the Real Challenge Just 
Started.” The Washington Post, September 28. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2017/09/28/trump-
just-lifted-shipping-restrictions-for-puerto-rico-but-the-real-challenge-just-started/ 
 
7 See Graham, David A. 2017. “Is the Jones Act Waiver All Politics?” The Atlantic, September 28. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2017/09/jones-act-waiver-puerto-rico-trump/541398/; Gillespie, 
Patrick, Rafael Romo and Maria Santana, 2017. “Puerto Rico aid is Trapped in Thousands of Shipping Containers.” 
CNN, September 28.  https://www.cnn.com/2017/09/27/us/puerto-rico-aid-problem/index.html. 
  
8 Shannon asserted: “Once we as a nation give away any trade for any reason to foreign interests, we supplant 
American sovereignty while undermining the quintessentially American maritime industry and thousands of jobs 
(Shannon, T.K. 2019. “The Jones Act is Critical to National Security.” Washington Times, May 1. 
https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2019/may/1/the-jones-act-waiver-would-undermine-the-us-mariti/). 
 



from the Congressional Research Service found operating a ship under the Jones Act roughly 
doubles operating expenses (Fritelli 2014). Other studies have argued the law explains the much 
higher cost of living in Puerto Rico, has led domestic manufacturers to employ older, less safe 
vessels, and has increased shipping costs for American consumers. 9 Similarly, they have 
asserted the lack of American-built tankers capable of moving crude oil or natural gas has made 
it cheaper for domestic consumers to import those goods from foreign countries.10 
 
Much like the broader free trade debate, support and opposition to the Jones Act cuts across 
party lines. For example, Velazquez, a liberal New York Democrat, would later sponsor a bill 
exempting Puerto Rico from the Jones Act for five years with tea-party Republican 
Representatives Andy Biggs (R-AZ), Gary Palmer (R-AL) and Dave Brat (R-VA).  In contrast, 
Representatives Duncan Hunter (R-CA) and John Garamendi (D-CA), then the chairman and 
ranking member on the subcommittee on the Coast Guard and Maritime Transportation released 
a statement opposing Trump’s ten-day waiver for Puerto Rico.11 
 
Legislation 
 
In my legislative history, I will examine the passage of the Merchant Marine Act of 1920 (66 PL 
261). The “Jones Act” was enacted as a provision of this broader piece of legislation, taking on 
the name of its sponsor, Senator Wesley Jones (R-WA).12 The Merchant Marine Act was passed 
in the 66th Congress as HR 10378. There was no Senate companion bill or related bills. 
 
  

                                                 
9 See Grennes (2017); Yglesias, Matthew. 2017. “The Jones Act, the Obscure 1920 Shipping Regulation Strangling 
Puerto Rico, Explained.” Vox.com, October 9. https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/9/27/16373484/jones-
act-puerto-rico; Boudreaux, David and Alice Calder. 2019. “Repeal the Law that is Sinking U.S. Maritime 
Industry.” Real Clear Policy, January 10. 
https://www.realclearpolicy.com/articles/2019/01/10/repeal_the_law_that_is_sinking_us_maritime_industry_11098
0.html 
 
10 See Fritelli (2014); Dlouhy, Jennifer A., Jenny Leonard and Jennifer Jacobs, 2019. “Trump Considering Waiving 
Jones Act Mandate for Natural Gas, Sources Say.” Bloomberg, April 24. 
 
11 Garamendi declared the act was “essential to maintain a robust shipbuilding industry and sealift capacity,” adding 
that the waiver would “not help solve Puerto Rico’s problems.” Hunter added the act was “about ensuring that our 
country maintains a strong manufacturing base with good well-paying jobs.” See Garamendi, John. 2017. “Reps. 
Hunter and Garamendi Raise Concerns Over the Trump Administration’s Decision to Waive the Jones Act.” Press 
Release, September 28. https://garamendi.house.gov/press-release/reps-hunter-and-garamendi-raise-concerns-over-
trump-administration-s-decision-waive. 
 
12 This provision was section 27 of the Merchant Marine Act of 1920. Provision 33, which provided for claims made 
by seamen injured during duty, has also been referred to as the Jones Act (Papavizas and Gardner 2008).  
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