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Has Harry Reid Killed Obama’s Trade Agenda?

Gary Clyde Hufbauer says that the President will have to confront, or make some concessions to, the Senate Majority 
Leader to salvage his request for trade promotion authority.
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Steve Weisman:	 The Senate Majority Leader, Harry Reid, has thrown a spanner into the works for the 
Trade Promotion Authority (TPA) sought by President Obama, a step that would facilitate 
passage of pending trade deals, especially the Trans-Pacific Partnership, TPP. Gary Hufbauer 
of the Peterson Institute is here to answer a few questions with me, Steve Weisman. 

	 Gary, what did Harry Reid say and how much of an obstacle to passage of a free trade 
agreement does his comments represent?

Gary Hufbauer:	 The day after President Obama gave the State of the Union, he said that it would be wrong 
to try to push the Trade Promotion Authority. The timing was unusual because it was 
right after President Obama had asked for Trade Promotion Authority, and it was a pretty 
forceful statement. Senator Reid is the majority leader and that means he controls the 
calendar in the Senate. 

	 So it was a pretty big blow to the prospects for Trade Promotion Authority and it comes 
on top of another delaying factor, which is Senator [Max] Baucus (D-MT) has been 
nominated as the new ambassador to China and he will be replaced as chairman of the 
Senate Finance Committee by Senator [Ron] Wyden (D-OR). Senator Wyden is generally 
a proponent of trade deals, but he wants to scrutinize and to modify the TPA bill that 
Senator Baucus and Congressman [David] Camp (R-Michigan) in the Ways and Means 
Committee circulated just a couple of weeks ago, and that’s more delay.

Steve Weisman:	 The TPP is far from being completed. What’s the problem with delay?

Gary Hufbauer:	 Right. The problem is that we’ve had, I believe, 19, possibly 20 technical meetings on the 
TPP and everything that can be resolved at the technical level, in fact, has been by now 
resolved. Other countries in Asia, but also Canada and Mexico, are waiting to see what the 
US can put on the table before they are prepared to open their markets in significant ways 
to US goods and services. We’re in a stalemate. We’re not going to conclude, in my view, 
the TPP until TPA is passed because other countries are very skeptical that the US can 
deliver without TPA.

Steve Weisman:	 But can’t the US put the items on the table in the negotiation and then later get the Trade 
Promotion Authority to have it passed?

Gary Hufbauer:	 Some people think that can happen. I don’t think it can happen because as soon as you put 
the best offers on the table, they will leak to your constituencies, particularly the ones who 
are opposed to those pieces of liberalization. We could take a wide range of goods in the 
US government procurement, textiles, and apparel. There are many agricultural products, 
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which are highly protected in the United States, and other countries want to see more 
connections there. As soon as the USTR [United States Trade Representative] says, “Okay, 
yeah, this is on the table,” you can be sure it will leak and you can be sure those groups will 
really reinforce the NGOs [non-government organizations] and the trade unions, which 
already oppose TPA. You made the passage of TPA very much more difficult.

Steve Weisman:	 What should the White House do? Do you detect that they are concerned?

Gary Hufbauer:	 That’s an excellent question because I’ve been talking with people in the trade community 
and their concern is that maybe the White House isn’t as concerned as it should be. This 
would be a big legacy item for President Obama. When I say this, I mean TPP and TTIP 
[Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership] deal with the Europeans. 

	 What should the White House do if it’s serious? Firstl, President Obama ought to have a 
heart-to-heart with Senator Reid because Senator Reid has always, like any senator, a great 
many things he wants from the White House. And Obama can be like President Clinton 
was or other presidents have been and just say, “Harry, you know, if you don’t give me what 
I want, I’m not going to give you what you want. I want this to move forward smartly in 
the Senate,” and he can communicate the same message to Senator Wyden, who is a key 
actor now. 

	 The other thing President Obama could do is call on Congressman/Senator [Sander] Levin 
[D-Michigan], who is the ranking minority member in the Ways and Means Committee, 
which has a jurisdiction in the House of Representatives; and basically say to Levin, “Look 
it, we know you want some changes in the Baucus-Camp Trade Promotion Authority draft 
bill, but don’t give me killer changes, changes that will lose the Republican votes I need to 
get this through.” And they’ve done a very accurate vote count and I could go through that, 
but I won’t take the time now. But the problem they have with Congressman Levin is killer 
changes which might seem innocuous, but will lose a lot of Republican votes but will not 
pick up Democrat votes. So, that’s another heart-to-heart talk.

Steve Weisman:	 Most of the recent trade deals going all the way back to NAFTA [North America Free Trade 
Agreement] have passed despite the opposition of most Democrats. Democrats have to let 
the thing pass even without these killer amendments, but still go back to their constituents 
and say that they voted against them.

Gary Hufbauer:	 Correct. And everyone whom I talk to expects the great majority of Democrats to vote 
against it in any event. But probably or most likely, the White House needs, or the 
legislation needs, 35 Democrat votes in the House of Representatives for this to pass 
because there are going to be some Republicans who oppose it even though the great 
majority will support it.

Steve Weisman:	 Gary, thanks very much.

Gary Hufbauer:	 Thank you.


