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Basic Background

Prior Activity on the Issue 

“The Congressman had always been involved in trade issues like NAFTA, fast-track trade authority, and issues like that and he’d also always been involved with human rights in China and the annual debate on most-favored nation status.  We were prepared to oppose permanently granting MFN from a long time ago – that was a kind of this predisposition going into this.  We obviously looked at the WTO deal the U.S. made with China – first of all last spring, and then later when the deal was finalized this November – to see if there were issues that we cared about and that we’d always talked about that were included in that, like protection of worker rights, protection of the environment, democratization.  These issues were taken care of with the more commercial issues as well [intellectual property, textiles, others] … and obviously they weren’t taken care of, so I think the first public thing that we did was last April, after they announced there was a deal – put out a statement saying that it’s inadequate, we’re going to oppose this, and we’re going to oppose it for a couple of different reasons. One, because it doesn’t include issues that we care about, and second, and this became a theme throughout the debate, was that it would permanently strip away the leverage that Congress has, the voice we have, on especially human rights and labor rights issues in China.  So we’re actually giving up a lot for a promise that China will abide by this agreement when they enter in the WTO.

“This is April of 1999.  Of course, that kind of died down because it was pretty ... Clinton made the decision that the deal was still not adequate and withdrew it, and faced a lot of criticism for that from the business community, and we’d like to think that he withdrew it for labor rights and what have you, it’s not really the case.  Probably the real reason it was withdrawn at the time was that Hollywood didn’t get a good enough deal and, I guess, financial services still wanted to get a better deal and it wasn’t really about labor unions or anything like that.  For most of last year, then, until November, we were monitoring it to see if anything was going to happen, and it didn’t really look like anything was going to happen and all of a sudden – boom – before the WTO meetings in Seattle, the deal was struck, and it kind of caught us by surprise, actually, because we thought, ‘Wow, we’re going into an election year.  This is going to be a horrible fight to have, not only for the Democratic party, but for the Republican party as well, and for political reasons this is a bad time to do it, and policy-wise, things haven’t improved at all on the issues that we care about, and so we’re going to have a huge trade fight during the election year,’ and no one really wanted to do that, but we were, like, ‘Well, this is something we have to do.’ ” 
“We and Bonoir said, during the course of this debate, ‘We’re fighting for a couple of reasons - obviously it’s the right thing to do.  But number two, we saw what happened during NAFTA, and the fight over that, from 1993 to 1994.  If a lot of things contributed to Democratic losses in the ‘94 election was the fact that Clinton wasn’t very popular, he didn’t get healthcare done, he passed gun-control stuff, but labor union members stayed at home, more than they had ever done in any recent historical election, in the ‘94 elections and while NAFTA is not a big national political issue that people are going to vote on, whether they think the guy is for it or against it is really not that big.  It does make a difference to union households, and a lot of them said, “Screw it, I’m staying home.”  And so that’s what happened and Democrats lost control of the House and we’re like, we have a great opportunity to take back the House in this election, and we could blow it by passing the China deal.  It’s quite possible.  And so we thought it was important to wage a big fight so I would say that the actual planning started over the winter. 
“The month of December was all about what happened in Seattle, but when we started the new year, we obviously started talking to our allies in the outside groups, including AFL-CIO, and other unions, the coalition of consumer-environmental-religious civic groups that have supported fair trade policy and others who do work in China.  We started having meetings with them in January and we started just getting some of his Democratic colleagues together who we knew agreed with us on this issue, and just to talk about what’s the approach we’ll use on this to the extent that we could, because we don’t control the schedule, we don’t know when this is going to come up, decided we need to meet on a regular basis, we need to get some critical information out about the WTO deal and China’s human rights record, and China’s record of compliance with past agreements we’ve made with them, and lining up our ammunition on that, and I know that AFL did some polling as well, about how to talk about China and what messages were appealing, and we basically found that if people hear our message first, and it’s simple, and we don’t want to permanently want to give up our leverage, you can’t trust China because they don’t honor their agreements, and they shouldn’t get access to our markets before they agree to do these things on human rights as well.  We’ll win the public argument to the extent that they care about this, but the fact is we know that most of the public doesn’t get involved in it, partly because for a lot of people to relate to their paycheck.  To the extent they see it on the news, it’s cast as a political issue, like business vs. labor, congressional Democrats vs. Clinton, and it’s not cast in terms of what the meaning of the whole debate is.  And so we got that information assembled and we were not entirely clear when it would come up.  I mean, most big people were figuring it will happen before the August recess.  We actually figured it would happen around this time, like July, basically is when it would happen.  Obviously the White House wanted to do it quicker, but most people agreed to do this earlier in the year to move past it would be better for the party.  Actually it would have no control over the decision, but that was the decision that Clinton and the Democrats who supported China made, and they tried to convince Republicans and the business community that that was the right approach as well.

Advocacy Activities Undertaken

“Typically – I’ll just set up how a whip operation works on an issue like this – you have a core group of members who are committed to your position.  We just work with Democrats.  Republicans have a separate organization.  Anywhere from 8 to 15 members of Congress would show up to a meeting – we had them once a week.  But towards the end, when it was clear that the vote was going to come up, we started to have them almost ever day.  We’d try to have a featured speaker come in to give their perspective on China.  Obviously someone who would add some meaning or context to what we were doing, so it would either be Wei Jing Sheng or Harry Wu.  We had Goldie Hawn, we had a professor from Columbia talking about the real issues surrounding why we really don’t have to do permanent MFN and we used that argument as well and we had some economists come in and actually talk about how the potential for the Chinese market was over-inflated because the workers make such a pittance and they’re not going to buy cell phones, you know, Motorola cell phones – they’re not going to buy them.  So we’d have the presentation, we’d hand out assignments for members to talk to some of their colleagues and so they’d go out and talk to 5 or 6 of their colleagues and find out how they were going to vote on this, or what issues mattered to them so we could tailor strategy to a particular member.  Say there was a member from New Jersey who was undecided who had a pretty big labor presence in their district but also had a tech presence as well and was really split on what to do but you kind of talk to them –  ‘What kind of information do you need, what would be helpful to you?’  ‘Well, the thing that would be helpful for me would be to talk to people from China about this,’ and so knowing that, we tried to get Wei Jing Sheng in to see that member and give them help that way. 
“We decide, well, are we going to take a little time on the floor of the House and try to talk about this human rights issue, this sweat shop issue, and organize something about that and talk about what the other side’s going to do.  The three former presidents are going to be up there with Clinton, talking about how do we counter that, and what’s our message on that.  We are much more press aggressive than we have been in the past on this thing.  It worked out well because we got a fair amount of coverage.  The coverage tended toward the pro side as it always does on this because they have the bully pulpit and they have the presidency and the resources to do that but we were much more aggressive about taking every opportunity we had to talk about these issues.  We decided at the outset of the debate that this wouldn’t get into some sort of an insult flinging back-and-forth with the White House or anything like that because at the end of the day, we still have to work with them the rest of the year and we agree on a great preponderance of things – we just disagree vehemently on this issue.  So we were very careful about how we approached this in a respectful manner, and I think they were as well.  They were not flinging some of the labels that have occurred in the past; we were called ‘backward-looking protectionists,’ ‘Neanderthal with our head in the sand,’ and we want to put up a fence around our country.  There never was any of that.  I think the debate was a little more informative and interesting than it has been in the past trade debates.  

“We have these whip meetings and you add the numbers up, and you start seeing what kind of total you’re going to get and we were encouraged on the Democratic side because usually on the China vote – the issue of Most-Favored Nation for China – more than half the Democratic caucus supports that.  And we were like, “Oh, well if we do that we’re going to lose this for sure.”  And so our strategy was to pick up, secure all the Democrats who traditionally voted against MFN for China, and we managed to do that with 2 or 3 exceptions.  So out of the 90 or 95 Democrats who traditionally vote against MFN for China, we have gone to virtually all of those except for about 3.  

“Then we went from there and kind of figured out who was undecided, who we could get from that group who normally votes for China on an annual basis and obviously our targets were members who have a big union presence in their district or on human rights issues are engaged and interested, or those who are also in tough election fights, and when push comes to shove, they tend to support labor on stuff.  So you identify the target list of people and we knew there were about 35 or 40 Democrats we had no chance of getting, at all, just leave them alone – most of those were whipping on the other side of these issues.  So the battle was over these other members, and it was a big group and we were successful. You try to give them reassurance that there are others who are joining them, so I remember in March of this year, we organized a letter for people who were Democrats who had supported annual MFN but were opposing permanent.  And we got 20 Democrats to sign onto that letter, saying, “We’re opposing permanent MFN,” and it got a media hit, but then people out there knew ‘Hey, there are at least 20 people who are [garbled] maybe it’s not a bad idea for me to do.’  Get this little buzz and you get momentum building up and you try to encourage members to come up publicly opposed to it as well and so we had a fair amount of success with that strategy. …

“We would “just run through a list and see who wants to take them [other members to talk to].  It’s like homework assignments, except for yell out the name, and so-and-so says, ‘Yeah, I’ll talk to them.’ Because either these people were from their area, or they have a personal relationship with them, and philosophically agree with them on some issues.  So that’s generally the way that works.  And separately, we would at a staff level talk to the outside groups.  We’d meet once a week with the key lobbyists from the labor unions, and from the Public Citizens, Global Trade Watch, and the environmental community, and the International Campaign for Tibet and what have you, and we would compare notes and see what they were hearing out in the field.  Like if a UAW local in Colorado had a meeting with that member, what they were hearing there compared to what we were hearing, and match that up and try to get where we had differing reports – sort that out.  If a member was starting to say, ‘Well, I’m with you,’ well it’s like, ‘I’m probably going to be with you,’ and just tangentially detect the change in language in this like, ‘Oh boy, are we losing them?  Is something happening there?  Or are we picking them up?  Do we have a chance of getting that member to come to our side?’  That was good.  We’d get information on what was going on with the Republicans that way as well.  When it came down to the vote, essentially the Democratic votes we expected to get.  Bonoir always said we could get about 140 Democratic votes on this.  That was kind of – we’d get two-thirds of our caucus and we came within 1 or 2 votes doing that.  It was a very accurate prediction.  He’d been saying that since February, basically.  He just has a sense in his head about how things are going to play out. 
“The disappointment – and this is not a criticism of the Republicans who were working on this issue – was that we thought we’d pick up Republican votes as well because you’re handing the president a big victory.  Some Republicans just don’t like him and are not going to want to do that.  The Christian right wing was really opposed to this and are they going to want to anger them in an election year too?  And there’s all sorts of dynamics in the Republican party how this plays out.  I mean, Pat Buchanan is not in the Republican party anymore, but his people and what happens with them.  And there’s always 70, 75 Republicans who voted against MFN for China.  We were like, ‘Well, if we get 70 or 75, we’ll be in the ball park.’  Actually, I think there’s 67 who normally vote – but we pick up a few, we’ll be in the ball park on this.  And we thought it was possible, and even the day of the vote – the morning of the vote – Republicans were saying, ‘Well, we’ve got at least 55 or 60 who are totally with us, and we have another 10 or 15 that are very possible,’ and when it actually came down to the vote, I think they got 55 Republicans and we were like, ‘Oh boy,’ so we just lost ground with the Republican side.  That was one of the dynamics of this that we didn’t. – I guess we accounted for it as a possibility, but all of the information that we had indicated that that wasn’t going to happen.  So we came up short.

As far as information about what the Republicans against PNTR were doing, “we mostly got it from outside groups and we’d get it informally, and occasionally, you know, Bonoir would see a couple of the Republicans who were working on the floor and talk to them about it, like Chris Smith [R-NJ] and Frank Wolf [R-VA] and Charlie Norwood [R-GA], and people like that.  You know, he’s a Democratic whip and it’s not right to kind of deal within Republicans on this stuff.”

“We could follow up with staff, but the most effective whipping, and the only kind of whipping that Bonoir really actually does is member-to-member whipping, because sometimes the staff doesn’t know.  You’d be surprised.  They have no clue what their boss is going to do.  They think they know, but they don’t, necessarily.  You find out what the real story is when they talk member-to-member, and that’s built on personal relationships and trust, so sometimes they’ll find out information that can’t become public or that we can’t share.  We’re entitled to hold up that end of the deal as well.  There’s a commitment made there and we have to be very careful about that.  Our work at the staff level was gathering information from the outside, making sure people knew when our meetings were going to be, what we were going to do developing – we spent a lot of time developing the media strategy and the whipping strategy and stuff like that.  Just information gathering is what a lot of this is.  Information gathering and dissemination.”

Future Advocacy Activities Planned

Not too much.  They will monitor what happens in the Senate and perhaps contact some people, but the main fight was the House vote.
As the vote moves into the Senate, “I wouldn’t say it’s done. I mean, I haven’t archived the files or anything, but we’re obviously monitoring what’s going to happen in the Senate, and if, by some freaky accident, some amendment gets added in the Senate, and they have to do some conference on it and bring it back here, and have some sort of other vote on this.  If it happens, the closer it gets to the election, the less people are going to want to vote for this thing.  I think most of us are assuming that they greased the skids and they’re going to get it through the Senate and then the president’s going to sign it because they’d be foolish if they were to bring it back here. Foolish to do that.  But if that happens, it happens.  I don’t see it happening.”

Key Congressional Contact(s)/Champions

He is it.
Targets of Direct Lobbying

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying

Not applicable.  
Coalition Partners: Names/Participants

At the whip meetings each week were Bonoir, “we led it, Nancy Pelosi [D-CA] has been involved in China issues.  She disagreed with us on NAFTA but she has been very involved in the China perspective.  Sherrod Brown from Ohio, Marcy Kaptur from Ohio, Dennis Kucinich from Ohio.  That was kind of our Ohio core.  Actually, Bill Pascrell from New Jersey was very involved and we had a couple of other members from California from the Bay area.  In addition to Nancy Pelosi, we had George Miller, Lynn Woolsey and there were others who would kind of come and go quite a bit when they had time but there were a number of members.  I know I left a couple out who made this one of their priorities and were always ... Peter DeFazio from Oregon – this is like the Academy Awards you start naming the people – but in addition to them there were probably about 8 or 10 other members who would come fairly regularly and they would do work on this.  So we had a good core group.

On the interest group side, Bonoir’s office most often spoke to “Teamsters, steelworkers, and then obviously there were other affiliates of AFL that were involved but the steelworkers, teamsters, UAW and actually Unite, the garment workers, were clearly the most involved but others helped as well, and then obviously AAF[??] or the federation and then the Citizens’ Trade Campaign and Laurie Wallach.  I know Laurie – I used to work for the Associate Trade campaign during NAFTA, so I know these people very well.  And Friends of the Earth, an environmental group. … Sierra Club to some extent.  They weren’t doing as much whipping or activities as Friends of the Earth were, but they were involved and they were helpful.  And International Campaign for Tibet as well. … “They never had gotten involved in trade issues before, but Tibet is a huge thing for them, and they had a lot of activists.  It’s one of those sexy issues, Tibet is, and they can do these concerts where they get all these kids to show up for it and they had Goldie Hawn who came, and they have a lot of star power that supports their cause so who doesn’t like the Dalai Lama?  

Other Participants in the Issue Debate

President Clinton and the entire administration.
Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence

“We don’t want to permanently want to give up our leverage, you can’t trust China because they don’t honor their agreements, and they shouldn’t get access to our markets before they agree to do these things on human rights as well.”
“I don’t know if you saw any of the ads that were done, but AFL did some ads about the working conditions in China, and they did an ad which featured Wei Jing Sheng talking about how he was almost killed standing up for democracy.  Those were the kinds of ads that we put on and the businesses all put on – like, we’re going to get shut out of the Chinese market – that was their advertising campaign and of course they outspent labor.  I’ve heard figures that businesses spent $30 million on this campaign and labor spent $5 or $6 million.  To get the debate away from jobs and protectionism and all that, we incorporated a large dose of human rights, and brought in exiles and dissidents like Wei Jing Sheng and Harry Wu and other people to talk about their experience and get them to meet with members of Congress who are undecided and get them to the media and do press events with them and get attention paid for these issues.  We had Goldie Hawn come in.  We had a little star power.  She’s very committed to the issue of Tibet, and she came up and met with some members of Congress, and brought some attention to those issues.  We tried to use the moral arguments and focus our work on that.

“We’d been through trade fights before, and we sort of refined our strategy on how to do this, and what to talk about, and what we’ve learned not to talk about - is like inflated job loss projections - like, we’re going to lose a million jobs.  We have a humming economy, the unemployment’s 4%, no one’s going to believe that we’re going to be sucking a lot of jobs out of the U.S.; it’s just not something that’s going to affect people.  But, because the economy is going so good, people pay attention to other things, and they tend to care a little more about human rights or working conditions or what have you, and so it was kind of the fairness argument that we wanted to get out there.. 
Secondary Argument(s) and Evidence

“I think that most people would have preferred that there not be a vote this year at all, and that was our ultimate goal as well, to demonstrate that there was enough opposition, that there was a possibility that this permanent PNTR could lose, that they wouldn’t want to bring it up, and they’d just want to punt it until after the election and do it next year.  We knew that there wouldn’t be a situation where they’d let it get to the floor of the House – PNTR – with the possibility that it could be defeated.  It’s just not something that they would do.  Nobody said they wouldn’t do that, but they’re just not going to do that.  When we presented it that way to his colleagues, that we were trying to actually put more thought into this and develop more of a consensus on this and do it next year, that was appealing to many of them who would prefer not to cast a really, really tough vote where you’re going to anger, either if you’re a member with a relationship with the business community and labor through that.  So you can anger one or the other of them.  As things moved forward, it became clear that we were going to have a vote, sooner rather than later.”

As things moved forward, it became clear that we were going to have a vote, sooner rather than later.  We’d been through trade fights before, and we sort of refined our strategy on how to do this, and what to talk about, and what we’ve learned not to talk about - is like inflated job loss projections - like, we’re going to lose a million jobs.  We have a humming economy, the unemployment’s 4%, no one’s going to believe that we’re going to be sucking a lot of jobs out of the U.S.; it’s just not something that’s going to affect people.  But, because the economy is going so good, people pay attention to other things, and they tend to care a little more about human rights or working conditions or what have you, and so it was kind of the fairness argument that we wanted to get out there..  

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence

[This was their argument to members of Congress – as opposed to the argument they 

“We and Bonoir said, during the course of this debate, ‘We’re fighting for a couple of reasons - obviously it’s the right thing to do.  But number two, we saw what happened during NAFTA, and the fight over that, from 1993 to 1994.  If a lot of things contributed to Democratic losses in the ‘94 election was the fact that Clinton wasn’t very popular, he didn’t get healthcare done, he passed gun-control stuff, but labor union members stayed at home, more than they had ever done in any recent historical election, in the ‘94 elections and while NAFTA is not a big national political issue that people are going to vote on, whether they think the guy is for it or against it is really not that big.  It does make a difference to union households, and a lot of them said, “Screw it, I’m staying home.”  And so that’s what happened and Democrats lost control of the House and we’re like, we have a great opportunity to take back the House in this election, and we could blow it by passing the China deal.  It’s quite possible.
Nature of the Opposition

[Part of the problem is that people think pocketbook first]

“But the fact is we know that most of the public doesn’t get involved in it, partly because for a lot of people to relate to their paycheck.  
[The issue is also framed poorly in the media.]

“To the extent they see it on the news, it’s cast as a political issue, like business vs. labor, congressional Democrats vs. Clinton, and it’s not cast in terms of what the meaning of the whole debate is.”  
The other side has a lot more resources and a lot more elite supporters (3 former presidents)

“I would say the two major things that made it difficult were, number one, the fact that, on this issue, we started from a small base of support for our position in the Congress.  The smaller the base you start from, the bigger the task it is to get 218 votes.  I would say the second biggest thing – and this is going to be a very general comment – is that you had essentially the elite decision-makers in public opinion all opposed to us.  And obviously that includes the White House, but that includes columnists, editorial boards, any former secretary of state or anyone involved in the foreign policy community, think tank community.  By elite I also mean moneyed as well.  I mean, you had the Fortune 500 working on this.  When you have a power base like that, you’ve got control of the executive branch, the earned media and paid media as well, and it’s difficult to penetrate that.  It’s nearly impossible to penetrate that.”  

“The one thing that we can’t offer that the White House can are other – I don’t want to make this sound like it’s illegal because it’s not – but clearly they may have other interests with the administration as well.  Like a road project or a particular bill and the administration is going to be able to work a little closer with them on that if they’re interested in also getting” PNTR.  “We’re the minority in Congress and what can we do about the, ‘Yeah, we’ll get that done. We’ll get you your $800,000 for paving that road.’  You know, we can’t do that and that’s an advantage that they have.  Our counter against was that was to essentially, ‘Look. They made a lot of promises to get trade deals done in the past, and they haven’t followed through on them.’  It worked with some members, but other members were like, ‘Oh, I think I might be able to get something out of this.’

Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition 

He didn’t really articulate this, other than to say “Free trade is good”
Secondary Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition

Support this and President Clinton will help you get your road project.
Targeted Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition (and Targets)

Described as a Partisan Issue

No, although more Democrats were on their side than Republicans and given that Bonoir is the Democratic whip he approached the issue in a partisan manner.
Venue(s) of Activity

House is the only venue that Bonoir is active in, but of course there also will be a vote in the Senate and the president has been very involved.
Action Pending or Taken by Relevant Decision Makers

House voted in favor of PNTR.  Senate has yet to vote.
Policy Objective(s) and Support for/Opposition to the Status Quo

Bonoir’s position is the status quo – no PNTR.
Advocate’s Experience: Tenure in Current Job/Previous Experience

“I’ve been with Bonoir for 5 years and so I was very actively involved in the fight on Fast Track trade authority as well and we actually won that.  Then before that I was with the Citizens’ Trade Campaign so I worked on it with the groups from the outside.  So I saw the other end of things.  I did their legislative strategy for that coalition. 

“I’ve been with a couple of other members of Congress as well:  Jim Jontz – he’s a Democrat from Indiana, and I was with him from 1989 to 1992.  Then I did the Citizens’ Trade Campaign in 1993.  And then in 1994 I was with another congressman.  His name was Peter Barca.  He’s a Democrat from Wisconsin and he got me in 1994.

Graduated from Penn State in 1989.

Reliance on Research: In-House/External 

n/a
Number of Individuals Involved in Advocacy
There are 18 staff members, split between the Senate office building and the Capitol.  

“We didn’t have a war room like they did in the White House where there’s 19, 20 people running around and this is the only thing they work on because we have other responsibilities as well.  There was a floor team, there was a whip team that whips on issues – just whatever is coming up – so there are two or three floor people who devoted a fair amount of time but obviously not exclusive time to this because they’ve got to whip issues as well.  I also do foreign policy, so I was doing other things in addition to this.  Our press secretary was focused in like a laser beam on this but obviously other things were going on as well.  I wouldn’t say we had one person who just did this.  When it was really hot, we all spent probably 75% of our time on this and that’s me, the two floor guys, the press secretary and one of the senior people who’s been with Bonoir for a long time.  That’s like five people working half or 75% of their time on this.  I know there were two people who were solely dedicated to this from other offices that were able to do things as well, and we obviously coordinated all of that together.  And the Citizens’ Trade Campaign had staff on the outside that were obviously all working on this so they had a little war room over in the Teamsters building.  They exclusively worked on this.  There wasn’t a war room here per se.  It’s impossible to do with the responsibilities of being the Democratic whip.  There’s lots of other things going on.  

Units in Organization Involved in Public Affairs/Policy
n/a
Advocate’s Outstanding Skills/Assets
n/a
Type of Membership: None, Institutions, Individuals, Both
n/a
Membership Size
n/a
Organizational Age
n/a
Miscellaneous

Beth: Now did your office get a lot of pressure from the Democrats to either not be so active on the issue or to change your mind, or did they figure, “We know how Bonoir’s going to come down on this and not going to bother”?

Scott: They knew how he was going to come down on it but they didn’t know the extent to which he’d be involved, and how big of a fight that we’d have on this. … 
