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Editor’s Letter: portman to ustr
Far rarer than the fabled four-leaf clover is a “happy surprise” in public affairs.  On St. Patrick’s Day, however, President Bush came through with one by naming Ohio Congressman Rob Portman to be the next U.S. Trade Representative.   John Engler, the president of the National Association of Manufacturers called the nomination “a spectacular choice,” and we have heard several similar reactions since the news broke last Thursday morning.  I first became aware of the appointment when I heard a loud “Wow!” from the office of a normally quiet colleague.

There will, rightly, be a lot of focus on Congressman Portman’s views and positions in the coming weeks.  At this stage no one doubts that the Senate will confirm him.  The process will be important, nonetheless, as interests from Wellington to Cape Town to Walla Walla try to pin him down on one issue or another.   To cite only a Wellington example, stories out of New Zealand last week highlighted Congressman Portman’s membership in the Friends of New Zealand Congressional Caucus, which favors a U.S.-New Zealand free trade agreement.  Reuters quoted one New Zealand businessman, Phil Lewin, saying, “I wouldn’t want to count chickens that haven’t hatched, but he looks pretty good.”

Bush Trade Agenda

Those and other issues are best left for later.  Right now the logical policy focus is President Bush’s trade agenda, which he set out in roughly seventy-five words in his statement announcing the Portman nomination. 

“We need to continue to open markets abroad by pursuing bilateral free trade agreements with partners around the world.  We need to finish our work to establish a free trade agreement of the Americas, which will become the largest free trade zone in the world.  We need to complete the Doha round negotiations within the World Trade Organization to reduce global trade barriers.  [And] We must continue to vigorously enforce the trade laws …,” the President said.

The question is, did the President choose the right person to advance that agenda?  

Republican Senator Chuck Hagel of Nebraska said the job of United States Trade Representative is “one of the most important positions in the United States government.”  It is.  It would be even if the assessment were made solely on the basis of the importance of trade to the U.S. economy.  But there is more to the story.  It is hard to put your finger on, but it comes down to this.  Trade ministers don’t get to escape into geopolitical abstractions.  When they converse, when they put forward proposals, they are – always – touching the raw nerves of domestic politics, both in their own countries and in those of other negotiators.  

As a six-term member of Congress from a key industrial state, that reality has got to be  second-nature to Rob Portman.  By nominating him,  by welcoming him “into my Cabinet,” and by stressing Portman’s ability to reach out “to people of differing views,” President Bush underscored the importance of the position of USTR and held out an olive branch to a quarrelsome Congress.

Every item on the President’s trade agenda represents a challenge, and the bookends of that agenda – CAFTA-DR this year and (with luck) the Doha Round in 2006 – are each likely to test the limits of goodwill and cooperation between Congress and the White House.  Having (soon-to-be former) Congressman Rob Portman at USTR won’t guarantee any outcomes.  It is, though, a timely and astute recognition of the challenge…and a happy surprise. 

 






R. K. Morris 
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U.S. OUT OF THE WTO: A CALL FROM 3 CONGRESSMEN

The World Trade Organization is an international organization, not a prison.  Members can resign, they can leave.  The agreement that established the WTO makes it explicit:   “Any member may withdraw from this agreement…”   (WTO Article XV).  All it takes is a letter to the WTO Director-General.   

No WTO member has ever submitted such a letter, but three members of the U.S. House of Representatives would like the United States to be the first. 

On March 2, Representative Bernard Sanders of Vermont, and Representative Ron Paul of Texas introduced legislation which, if it became law, would require the United States to withdraw from the WTO.  This is H. J. Res. 27, which has been referred to the Ways and Means Committee.  On March 15 Representative Peter DeFazio signed on as a cosponsor of the bill. 

We Want Out

Representative Sanders, an Independent from Vermont, and Representative Peter DeFazio, a Democrat from Oregon, are both strong critics of the Administration’s trade policies across the board, from the WTO to trade with China to CAFTA-DR. 

Representative Ron Paul, a Republican from Texas, was the Libertarian Party’s candidate for president in 1988.   Earlier this year, he wrote: “Our membership in the WTO is unconstitutional, which is to say illegal.  The Constitution grants Congress, and Congress alone, the authority to regulate trade.”   In 2000, it was Representative Paul who introduced the first resolution to withdraw from the WTO. 

H. J. Res. 27, this year’s bill, is brief enough.  It says, “…That the Congress withdraws its approval, provided under section 101(a) of the Uruguay Round Agreements Act, of the WTO Agreement as defined in section 2(9) of that Act.”

Both the language of the resolution and the procedures for its consideration are set out in the Uruguay Round Agreements Act of 1994.   The WTO withdrawal resolution has been referred to the House Ways and Means Committee.  So far, no action has been scheduled.  Even if Ways and Means does nothing – no hearing, no committee vote – the bill will be discharged from the Committee 45 days after the referral, and in all likelihood it will be voted on soon thereafter by the full U.S. House.  

The importance of these procedures is that they virtually guarantee that, if a disapproval/withdrawal resolution is introduced, it will get a vote.  In 2000, the full House of Representative voted down the Paul resolution 363-56.  

Few if any expect a different result this time around.  The process, however, will feed into the larger American debate over U.S. trade policy and in that context could prove surprisingly significant . 

Administration Supports WTO 

As expected, the Administration’s 2005 Trade Policy Agenda and 2004  Annual Trade Report, submitted to Congress on March 1, contained a strong endorsement of the of World Trade Organization and an unambiguous argument in favor of continued U.S. membership.  In his February 18 overview of the report, then-USTR Robert Zoellick wrote, “The WTO, and the GATT before it, has made possible an expanded role for trade in fostering U.S. economic growth.”   He continued:  “In the President’s second term, concluding the Doha agenda of multilateral trade [WTO] negotiations will be a top priority for the Administration.”  

Editor’s Note:  Future Notebooks will look more closely at the 2005 Trade Policy Agenda and 2004 Annual Report.
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CAFTA VOICES: MEAT ON  THE TABLE
What will your Member of Congress have for dinner tonight?   Chicken Florentine.   A pork medallion?  A nice steak?  If it is one of those, he (or she) should know that the U.S. producers would like him to say yes when CAFTA-DR comes up for a vote. 

Congressional consideration of the combined free trade agreements with the countries of Central America and the Dominican Republic will begin at 10 a.m. on April 6 in the Senate Finance Committee.  Finance Committee Chairman Chuck Grassley (R IA) has announced a hearing on  CAFTA-DR for that time.  The proposed agreement would create a free trade area between the United States and the following countries: Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic. 

Last September, thirty-nine food and agriculture groups sent a joint, pro-CAFTA-DR letter to every member of the House and Senate.  “Currently,” they wrote, “more than 99 percent of food and agriculture products from these countries receive duty-free treatment in the United States, while U.S. farm exports face significant barriers in those countries.”

But What About The Chicken Florentine?

The USA Poultry & Egg Export Council signed the letter to Congress.  The Council’s president, James Sumner explained recently, “Poultry is strongly in support of the CAFTA.”  The U.S. industry met with their counterparts in the CAFTA countries during the negotiations, Sumner said, and the result is a genuine “win-win” for both. 

Guatemala is the largest Central American market for U.S. poultry exports. In 2004, Guatemala paid U.S. producers $32 million for poultry, making that country the 12th largest export market for U.S. chicken and poultry products.  (Russia is the largest.)  One thing the agreement will do for the U.S. industry is lift the current restrictions on processed chicken.

The Pork Medallion

The nearly 86 thousands pork producing operations in the United States also support CAFTA-DR.  The National Pork Producers Council has a fact sheet of five reasons for that support.  The one that fits in the mind like the last piece of a puzzle is growth in the demand for pork, perhaps by as much as 20,000 tons per year. 

The issue is not only that of eliminating market barriers but also one of  the broader economic growth likely to be associated with the agreement.  The Pork Producers’ fact sheet explains the nexus this way: 

While the income level of most consumers in Central America and the Dominican Republic does not currently permit the consumption of meat on a regular basis, the prosperity created by an FTA will create millions of new customers for U.S. meat and other agricultural products. 
And The Nice Steak

The National Cattlemen’s Beef Association has also taken a hard look at the potential benefits of CAFTA-DR.  Here is one of their conclusions: “Overall beef and variety meat exports to these nations could TRIPLE by 2015 to $41 million from the current $12.5 million,” if the agreement is approved. 
Editor’s Note.  We are not too sure about the spinach in the chicken Florentine, but the U.S. runs a healthy surplus in its spinach trade balance — 53 million pounds in 2003 — so we think that’s okay too.
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QUOTE: BRAZIL’S WTO CANDIDATE
The March 10 Notebook carried a report on the bid by Luiz Felipe Seixas Correa of Brazil to be the WTO’s next Director-General.  The report noted the importance to his candidacy of winning support from a major country or regional bloc.  In that context this lead from a March 23 news story from Beijing was more than eye-catching: 

“China supports Brazil’s Ambassador to the World Trade Organization (WTO) to run for director-general of the trade body, Chong Quan, China’s Commerce Ministry spokesman said here Wednesday.”

Xinhuanet, Beijing

March 23, 2005
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GBD’S WTO STUDY MISSION
GBD plans to spend the week of June 6 in Geneva, talking with WTO officials and diplomats from member countries.  As was the case in 2003 and 2004, the goal for this study mission will be to connect with some of the people most closely involved with the WTO process, to develop our own assessment of the progress in the Doha Development Agenda, and to lay the foundation for future GBD activities in Washington and in Hong Kong.
The GBD delegation on the June trip will consist of one GBD staff member and a small number of GBD patrons and sponsors.  For further information, please contact the Global Business Dialogue at (202) 463-5074 or send and email to rkmorris@gbdinc.org.  
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