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Basic Background

“This is not a fun issue.  This is not the issue that I would have chosen to spend part of my spring working on. It was kind of presented to us. 

“China, I think, is a bit of an anomaly in the recent trade debate and I think that’s actually why we lost.  I don’t think the loss … this issue was not about whether China would enter the WTO, it was not about a bilateral agreement.  It was only about this very narrow issue of annual review.  And this wasn’t about the nature of the trade system.  A lot of members [of Congress] couldn’t be persuaded that this vote was about whether you like the WTO or not even though we were trying to make the case that if China got into the WTO that would doom reform efforts because it is undemocratic and so forth.”

“Another way to look at this is as another phase in the history of the trade debate.  The first phase of the modern trade debate started in 1991 or 92 with the FastTrack vote, which lay the groundwork for passing NAFTA in ’93.  And then through adoption of the WTO in 1994 was kind of the first period, where the opposition coalition was being formed, arguments were being formulated, public constituency was being built, the debate was engaged.  But it also was a period where the modern architecture of the national trade institutions were created.  Then we went into a period where our coalition kind of achieved enough strength and credibility, starting after the WTO took effect, unfortunately, in which we developed the clout to be stoppers.  We stopped FastTrack in 1997/98, when nobody, least of all us, thought it was possible.  We stopped the MEI, we appeared to have stopped the launch of the [?x?x?] in Seattle, got a lot of credit for that, I think, even though it probably happened for different reasons.  So there was a period of ascension of opposition in a stopper role. This spring has seen a turning of the tide again.  A third period has now started, in which the business community and the USTR have figured out how to set their agenda in a more strategic way that splits our coalition, pulls off pieces of it.  So Africa [the Africa Economic Opportunity Act] pulled off half the Black Caucus, CEI – Hispanics, Latinos, and some of the Black Caucus as well.  The China vote, it pulled off a lot of the sort of moderate, rational, opinion leaders in the Democratic party.  In past trade votes we could make a play for New Democrats, like a Ron Kind [D-WI].  And for serious opinion leaders like Nita Lowey [D-NY] and Henry Waxman [D-CA].  We lost those figures on the China vote just because the substance was so close because the other side defined the issue the other way.”

“So what we need to do now is to start the 4th phase, in which instead of continuing on the defensive and pursuing our stopper role, we now take the clout we built, which is starting to erode, and do things to set the agenda.  The public supports overwhelming – 90 % of the public support what we really want, which are rules of globalization which protect the environment and workers’ rights.  So we’re not in bad shape, but we can’t continue to blunder into the traps set by the other side.”

Prior Activity on the Issue 

“We had never taken an issue on China trade issues before.”  The Sierra Club had only been involved in this particular issue, therefore, for a couple of months, but it had been interested in trade issues more broadly (NAFTA, WTO) 10 years.  The Sierra Club’s Washington office has had a trade section for 10 years.

Advocacy Activities Undertaken

· wrote a letter as an organization to all members of Congress

· encouraged their members to write to their members of Congress

· staged rallies in several Congressional districts

· talked with the media

· direct lobbying with 20 members of Congress

· worked with coalition

· encouraged members to write letters to the editor of their local newspapers

The SC is a 600,000-member organization with 400 local groups around the country and 50+ chapters above those groups.  “The structure of the organization dictates a lot of what we do.”

“The executive director wrote a letter laying out our rationale for opposing PNTR.  Then we targeted about 20 members for visits, we talked to them personally or their staff.

“So that’s the congressional lobbying.  Then we do a lot of stuff in the field:  we do broad-brush alerts that go out generally to the club membership, action alerts that we post on a personal listserv that I’ve maintained of people who have shown a specific interest in the trade arena, and they tend to be club members but they’re individuals all over the country.  There is no way to geographically pinpoint those folks.  There are club, more formal leadership, e-mail listservs of Sierra Club leaders, and they tend to be chapter and group leaders and other leaders in the organization on steering committees and stuff, and so they’ll get alerts to call their member [of Congress].  We work in coalition with the organizations Public Citizen, AFL-CIO, and did a whole bunch of field actions, staging press conferences and rallies in Florida, Los Angeles, bus road trips, road shows, where we had people touring on buses, holding press conferences, they do rallies at district offices of members [of Congress] and those were in New England, Texas, Florida.”

“So it’s a large range of things we do, but all of it was targeting those 20 or so members.  Encouraged people to write letters to the editor.”

[This was focused on the districts, but because several of these listservs go out regardless of district, they would also generate letters and action in other districts as well.  But the focus and the organizational effort was on these 20 districts.]

[Do you try to get your members to avoid writing to members of Congress who are clearly opposed to you, to avoid getting them mad?]

“We can’t control it that well, it’s not that fine-tuned, so we do in fact want our members to write to anybody just to show that we are alive and kicking and that we care.  Because there are plenty of members of Congress who will just never vote our way [on this issue], and we want to bug them so that they feel guilty or feel like they dissed us and so then they will help us out on something else. So if they can get pressure from the district into Zoe Lofgren [D-CA]’s office, or Anna Eshoo [D-CA] or Ellen Tauscher [D-CA] Lloyd Doggett [D-TX] or a number of other folks, they will help us on other trade-related issues, but just not this.”

Future Advocacy Activities Planned

Mostly he doesn’t want to talk about this at this point because what will happen in the Senate is still a question.  In general, they hope the issue does not come up for a vote and that if it does come up for a vote in the Senate that the two bills will be different so that the issue is forced into conference committee where they can fight the issue again.  

Beyond this narrow vote, the Sierra Club is also looking ahead toward future issue redefinitions (see discussion above).  

Key Congressional Contact(s)/Champions

None mentioned.

Targets of Direct Lobbying

The Sierra Club targeted 20 House members for direct lobbying, rallies in the district, and postcard and letter-writing campaigns.

“They were targeted because they were strong environmentalists as indicated by their voting record, relationship with the club.  So they’ll listen to us.  We like to pick people who are undecided as determined by other lobbyists that have more resources to go out and cover the Hill. We like to focus our efforts on leadership figures that other members will listen to.  Then we look at their past trade voting records to see if they are get-able.  Or sometimes we’ll pick people because they know they’re sympathetic to us but they can’t vote our way because of district politics, so we want to educate them, as it were, to get them to do other things that we want them to on different issues.”

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying

Same as above.

Coalition Partners: Names/Participants

The coalition they are working with is informal, “and it’s sort of loose because there are differences of emphasis and tensions within it, but the coalitions center on relations with industrial labor unions, UAW, Steelworkers, Teamsters, AFL-CIO, Public Citizen. Then there are other less central, but still significant players like the Humane Society, Friends of the Earth.  Then on the margins of it, is the mainstream environmental community.  The Sierra Club has its leg in different camps.  We’re part of the  fair trade coalition but we’re also part of the mainstream environmental community, which includes World Wildlife Federation, Defenders of Wildlife, and all of those are more or less generally supportive, either actively or passively.  Which is important because at one point there was this huge split in the environmental community about trade, which is no longer the case.”

The different groupings within the opposition to PNTR have their own separate meetings.  “There is a grouping that involves left/right relationships that I’m not privy to – the U.S. Business and Industrial Council, for example, a conservative small-business organization, is more or less part of this.  Then there are groupings that focus more on the mainstream labor community, they meet at the Policy Institute, a labor think tank.  Then of course there is a grouping where the environmental groups kind of caucus.”  These meetings are sometimes regularly scheduled, sometimes not.
Other Participants in the Issue Debate

President Clinton and the White House.

Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence

1.  If China gets into the WTO it will doom reform because China will oppose transparency reforms.

2.  If PNTR passes we will lose leverage over human rights issues.

“Of course our argument was partially taken away by the fact that the Chinese human rights community was split over what was the best thing.”

3.  There are incidental environmental effects that aren’t addressed. “If you increase trade you increase opportunities for trade in contraband animal parts.  China is the biggest illegal trader of endangered species body parts:  gallbladders, tiger parts and so forth.  Just like you saw an significant increase in illegal trade of drugs with Mexico after  NAFTA, you would see a similar increase in trade.”

“There are also issues of, we are essentially unleashing Detroit to dictate China’s transportation future. Because they can come in with hugely capitalized transnational corporations.  That capital means a lot of political influence about how China shapes its transportation infrastructure.  There is now a struggle going on between those who favor mass transit and those who favor roads and cars.  And so essentially by sort of opening up China, as the agreement does in a very formal sense, to U.S. car companies, you are helping tip the balance more toward fossil fuel motorization and away from more environment-healthy mass transit.”
Secondary Argument(s) and Evidence

[These arguments are secondary for the Sierra Club, but not necessarily to the issue as a whole.]

“I think labor has the strongest case.  Which is that the purpose of the agreement is not to increase exports to China but to increase investment opportunities in China and opportunities to export back to the United States.  I think that argument is 100% solid and in fact there has been a report in … [some paper] right after the House vote about how this was going to be a great investment opportunity.”

“I think that the human rights arguments are actually better than the political debate left them. They would go as follows: If you are in sort of the reformist camp of the Di Shing [sp?] who is sort of a reformist dissident community in China, who say that engagement will help soften up the regime, more liberties, more opportunities, blah blah blah.  And they’re right.  But they get that anyway if PNTR is rejected. Because China is entering the WTO.  Trade is going to grow.  Investments are going to grow. You’ve got a bilateral agreement.  Trade and investment are going to grow.  All of the things that the other side said good would flow from PNTR in terms of law, democracy, human rights, were going to happen anyway, but if you reject PNTR you get the extra benefit of the annual review. And whatever the hype was about the breakdown in relations, return of the Cold War, that was a crock of shit.  Because China is in hock to us to the tune of $70 billion in trade deficit every year – we’re essentially subsidizing their entire economy, and there is no way that they would put this relationship in the deep freeze just because of this pesky annual vote.”

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence

The SC’s arguments were made both to members of Congress and to constituents.  “You’ve got to be consistent.”

“There is too short a time to get fine-tuned about it,” in terms of directing arguments.  “Although in private, to some members who care passionately about the deregulatory implications of the WTO we would emphasize that piece and not the environmental piece.  So in private we would do that, but in terms of public messages or letters and so on, it’s not feasible to get that nuanced.”

When talking to members of Congress, the Sierra Club didn’t make explicit the degree of support they had from members.  “It’s actually implicit, because it is not totally evident that we have the attention of our members on these issues. So it’s not like forests or even like the WTO itself or NAFTA or FastTrack where we’ve had years of education of our members and legislative battles on those issues. So the China vote was different.  It was,  [affecting a curious tone of voice:] “Why are you against China?” There are ambiguities about it.  Whereas we’ve educated people that the WTO is an environmental issue.  You don’t get that “Huh?” when you talk about the WTO any more. “

Nature of the Opposition

“My view is that there has been a long-term shift in the politics of trade in our direction.  Now that is not reflected in this vote.  In many ways this is an anomalous vote.  We’re also dealing with the shifts in tactics by the other side.  This is an anomalous vote in that the big decisions were already made.  Congress was not being asked to decide on whether China was going to join the WTO – it was going to happen.  It was not going to be asked to vote on the terms of the bilateral agreement which would motorize China, that was not on the table.  It was merely this little vestigial question about an annual review which has been granted for 20 years and which as a policy tool – you think, what is the policy utility of that annual review?  I think you are hard-pressed to argue that it has tremendous utility.  It is a very tough case to make.  And so there were a lot of people who have been voting increasingly – who have been showing a trend to vote our direction on trade issues who just said, ‘You guys don’t have a case here.’  … We couldn’t persuade Henry Waxman, and he’s been 100 percent on our perspective on the issues since Day One.  He said, ‘You just don’t have an argument, there is nothing to what you are saying.’ ” 

“So you ask what was the No. 1 factor?  The No. 1 factor was that the USTR [U.S. Trade Representative] and its business clients have been increasingly defining trade votes in a way that – whether it’s by luck or by intention – have been able to define votes recently in ways that help them win.  That either split our side in different ways, challenging ways.  Essentially split our side.”  He gives the examples of the Caribbean Basin Initiative, NAFTA, and the Africa Economic Oppoturnity Act.  “They are all regional votes.  They’re not about trade agreements, they are about regional trading relationships. So they are about: ‘Do you like Africa or not?’  What is the Black Caucus going to do? They’re going to split.  ‘Do you like China or not?’  It’s kind of a toss-up whether you continue to beat them with this wet noodle or you embrace them. The issue is not framed in the kind of fundamental terms” that would be helpful to the Sierra Club. The SC needs a “fundamental policy question that you can create a substantive debate around. The substance of this China bill was not a clear as it would be for a trade agreement or for a Fast Track authority.”

“Most of our coalition partners have not acted as if that’s happening to them. They’re not making a distinction between the vote on China and the vote on China in terms of its politics.  They think that the politics are the same.  ‘They’ being the more active industrial labor unions, dragging the AFL into it, Public Citizen. … They’re treating China as though it is just another trade vote.”

“What we need to do as a fair trade coalition now is to get out in front and start to define the issue on our terms better.”

Another factor that hurt the SC was new tactics by the opposition:  “They got their own grass roots going, companies, employees, they educated them, sent them paper, phone banked, did all those sorts of things.  That was really important.  And obviously they spent a lot of money.  Some of their tactics were exposed as fake grass roots – things like hiring University of Maryland students to pretend that they were ‘Youth Against PNTR.’  And they were just hired from a temp agency.”

“I don’t want to denigrate or diminish the fact that they went into the districts, which is our strength, that is what we do.  And we kind of like laughed at them, ‘They don’t have any real people.’ But they showed that they can do that.  The tactics on our side will have to move, will have to shift.”

Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition 

“I think their biggest argument, their most successful argument was national security.  It’s somewhat hard to rebut.  People will listen to labor unions on jobs, people will listen to the Sierra Club on the environment.   They will not listen to the labor unions and the Sierra Club and Public Citizen on national security.  So as soon as that argument is brought in, we have very little rebuttal.  There was some involvement by the veteran’s organizations – American Legion, Veterans of Foreign Wars, for the first time in a trade issue on the basis of this national security issue.  But their involvement was too little too late to rebut the views of the president and the defense secretary.”

“When it is close, we lose when the bring out national security.”

Secondary Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition

None mentioned.

Targeted Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition (and Targets)

None mentioned.

Described as a Partisan Issue

There were partisan differences and partisan tendencies, but the vote split the Democratic party because while the president supported the bill, labor and environmental interests were strongly against it.

Venue(s) of Activity

House

Senate (future)

House districts

Action Pending or Taken by Relevant Decision Makers

House vote to pass the bill.  Senate vote pending.

Policy Objective(s) and Support for/Opposition to the Status Quo

Sierra Club was supporting the status quo (continued annual votes on China’s trading status)

Advocate’s Experience: Tenure in Current Job/Previous Experience

He has been at the Sierra Club since April 1993 and has no other activist or political experience.

Reliance on Research: In-House/External 

They don’t do much in-house research.  “We’re more of the political grassroots/media arm of the environmental community. We rely on other groups that don’t have those capabilities to do more of that research and analysis.  So we rely a lot on Friends of the Earth, for example, on the China issue.”

And on other issues, the SC uses research from other groups.

Number of Individuals Involved in Advocacy
The Sierra Club’s main headquarters is in San Francisco, but the lobbying office does all of the national campaign design and lobbying. 

There are 25 staff members in the Washington lobbying office. The SC also has 20 field offices in important congressional districts.  “If we are targeting someone in those districts, they can help us out.”  Plus 11 chapters have their own offices.

 “Over time we tend to target the same people over and over again.  So we

 have  cadre of volunteers in those districts and we go back to them often enough to educate them.  And chapter staff and well as field staff.  So it’s a somewhat complicated, loose system, but there are actually a fair number of people who get involved when you gear up.  And that takes a little bit of work to build up that head to steam.”

On PNTR, the only people from his office who were involved were him and a part-time assistant.  Other people in the office will pitch in to help when something big comes up.  The field offices and some of the chapter offices were also involved.

Units in Organization Involved in Public Affairs/Policy 

Washington office, field offices, chapter offices.

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills/Assets 

Masters degree in Latin American studies/IR from Johns Hopkins University.

No previous political or activist experience.

Type of Membership: None, Institutions, Individuals, Both
individuals

Membership Size 

600,000 members with 400 local groups around the country, 50+ chapters above those groups.

Organizational Age 

Unknown, see website.

Miscellaneous

He mentions again at the end of the interview that the substance of PNTR – and whether the SC should be for it or against it – was not completely black and white, but thinks it was still important that the Sierra Club should be involved.  “There’s a clear division of camps here.  We’ve been working with the labor unions, Public Citizen, the National Farmer’s Union for ten years on trade issues.  And so, it is part of a coalition/solidarity thing to work on this [PNTR], in part because we want to have credibility in this coalition as we move toward agenda-setting of our own.  And that’s kind of the next phase.”

