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Basic Background

“The annual renewal of China MFN [most favored nation trade] status has had a long history, and over those many years, but more particularly after 1989, where it became – after Tiananmen Square –  it became a really big political issue in Congress.  There has been an effort underway each year by a group of committed companies and a number of trade associations to work together to fight it back year after year after year.  

“The sort of the traditional coalition members are on the trade association side – the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the U.S.-China Business Council, Emergency Committee for American Trade, NAM - National Association of Manufacturers, National Foreign Trade Council has been involved over the years, and then companies – there’s like twelve that have always been out there: Boeing, General Electric, General Motors, Honeywell, before Honeywell acquired Allied Signals, they were also big separately, TRW, AT&T, AIG, there’s a bunch of them.  So there was a coalition and sort of same cast of characters that basically did this. It was sort of job security year after year after year.  

Prior Activity on the Issue 

“The Roundtable has a long history of being deeply involved with trade policy issues and legislative battles.  We were a leader on the North American Free Trade Agreement, on the U.S. Trade Act of ‘88, they both were fast-track debates.  Interestingly enough, the Roundtable hadn’t been that involved in China, in the annual review of China [‘s trade status as a most-preferred trading partner].  It wasn’t until only Boeing and Phil Condit [CEO of Boeing] took over the chairmanship of our trade investment task force, that we were catapulted into sort of a leadership position in the 1999 annual NTR debate, and then the PNTR debate.

“So the Roundtable wasn’t really involved.  The Roundtable, because of our unique – we’re not like the other trade associations – we’re CEO-driven.  We tend to get involved, obviously, when our CEOs decide that it is an important role for the Roundtable, and in many of these legislative battles, we just don’t play the same kind of role, because we’re small, a little bit unique, and, in many cases, our member companies say, “Well, if all these other trade associations we belong to are involved in this issue, you guys don’t really need to spend your resources there.”  So, for a lot of reasons, the Roundtable just never was a big player in China.  But, as I said, because of the Boeing involvement, they brought us in and really, it created a major role for us, a big seat at the table.  And that started in 1998, a little bit, 1999, and this year with PNTR.  

Advocacy Activities Undertaken

· Direct lobbying

· Free media

· Paid media – TV and print

· Grass roots and grass tops organizing at the local level

· Letter-writing campaigns, email campaigns, and visits

· Coalition building

· hiring outside lobbyists to help with vote counts

“In terms of resources, I would say that it was pretty clear that the Roundtable, in terms of money, brought the most to the table, which is also why I think, if you step outside of the day-to-day, most of the things you would notice, like the advertising, was all attributed to the Roundtable.”  

“I think the three things that made a difference [in the success for the PNTR issue this summer] were, one, we had an existing grass-roots network called “Go Trade.”  It has been around since 1998, it started small, in twelve congressional districts, with hired field operatives organizing a network of small, medium and large companies, academics, individuals that believed in and understood that the local community had a stake in exports and global markets, and grew that into a network, today, where we have operatives in 19 states and 88 congressional districts.  Those field operatives were able to focus the local coalitions on delivering the votes of their members of Congress on this really critical issue.  That was one - the grass-roots activity.

“Secondly was the involvement and commitment of a very large number of our member companies, from CEO’s on down, through senior management to Washington offices, and the companies’ commitment to engaging their employees, their retirees, their suppliers, in many cases, engaging the companies’ grass-root efforts to focus on the issue.

“The third thing was the Roundtable’s leadership on media.  The things that you probably are most familiar with are the TV advertisements, the print advertisements and some of the other resources that we were able to put into play.  This happened to grass-roots and grass-tops in places we didn’t have field operatives – the use of e-mail advocacy and others.  That was all due to the Roundtable’s having the capability of doing this because we had resources.  We had increased our dues substantially three years ago.  In large part to have available to us sort of a war chest – money that was available to support these longer-term trade activities, to have on hand for legislative battles.  The previous years, anytime these issues, whether defensive activity on fighting back health care legislation or trying to get NAFTA through, these coalitions end up passing the hat and getting companies to dump in money.  An enormous amount of time and energy is spent just getting the resources in place and then trying to manage them to make this happen.  We had the luxury of having the resources.  And so we were able to up and run.  So it made a big difference.

“An important piece of this, I should say, in terms of the congressional contacts in the whipping process was the hiring of legislative consultants, which had been a practice that started back in the mid-1990's for the annual vote.  Nick Calio of O’Brien Calio, and Steve Champlin, [vice president] of the Duberstein Group [FYI, Kenneth Duberstein, the CEO, was chief of staff to Reagan and served on the board of Boeing] were sort of selected by this bipartisan House group of champions to sort of be the liaison with the business community and with Congress and sort of maintain an external whip count and help the internal whip counters in Congress maintain a, um...they were sort of the link.  Information flowed both ways.  They sort of created the target list that the business community used to make Hill calls to focus our efforts.  The business community would make the contacts and the meetings with the members – whether out in the field, or here in Washington - fill out a report, go back to a common point, either O’Brian and Calleo or the clearinghouse – and then they would tabulate the information and keep track of it:  who is having problems, what kind of problems, who was OK, who dropped off the target list, who was added onto the target list ... and these target lists were refined every week and handed out again.  Periodically, we’d bring the whole coalition to the Hill for a rally with the champions and then there would be a period where these two guys would stand up and say, “OK, going down the Republican list, we have, you know, meet somebody to go in to see so-and-so and so-and-so and so-and-so, and companies would say, ‘I’ll take him, I’ll take her,’ or, ‘I’ll organize a meeting and let everybody else know.’” And so this was the way we sort of coordinated our efforts.  We had a meeting weekly with the legislative strategist and the business community to share information and...so, it was really a sort of well-oiled machine.  And it had been broken-in, through all of these years of doing the annual vote.”  

“We met with the White House on a regular basis. … Obviously, the White House can’t ask us to do any lobbying activities, and I think some of the opponents of PNTR had put some pressure on the White House through Freedom of Information Act requests to find out when these meetings were held and what was being discussed and it was just pressure points ... making sure that the White House knew that the folks on the Hill were well aware of what was going on and wanted to make sure that they didn’t cross the line.  We’re all a little sensitive – the White House is extremely sensitive to it.  I mean, there’s no secret.  Yes, we shared information,” as did the hired lobbyists. “They shared information with the legislative team at the White House, and we all tried to coordinate as much as possible to make sure that we were all moving forwarded in the same direction.”

Future Advocacy Activities Planned

More of the same before Senate vote, although this vote is seen as more certain than the House vote.  The main thing is making sure that the vote is scheduled, so direct lobbying of leadership is planned. 

Key Congressional Contact(s)/Champions

 “And then there was a sort of bipartisan group of champions on the Hill, really which was sort of [Rep.] David Dreier [R-CA] and his staff of the Rules Committee, [Rep.] Bob Matsui [D-CA] on the Democratic side, [Rep.] Cal Dooley [D-CA] of the New Democrats, other Republicans – [Rep. Doug] Bereuter [R-NE], [Rep.] Bill Archer [R-TX], [Rep.] Phil Crane [R-IL), some of the others.  As we got closer to the end of April, really about Easter recess, the effort sort of shifted from this bipartisan group to [then House Majority Whip] Tom Delay [R-TX] and the House Republican leadership – [Speaker] Denny Hasserts [R-IL] and his staff.  But Tom Delay was sort of the lead as the whip in sort of bringing the Republicans together.  On the Democratic side, Matsui really was the one sort of whipping the Democrats.”  

Targets of Direct Lobbying

Virtually everyone in Congress, although these efforts were divided up among the coalition. (See discussion under Advocacy Activities Undertaken.) 

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying

Virtually everyone in Congress, but especially those who it seemed possible to sway.

Coalition Partners: Names/Participants

“The coalition this year has been sort of crafted by four major associations: Chamber, BRT, ECAT [Emergency Committee for American Trade] and U.S.-China Business Council, sort of the four lead organizations.  And then this group of companies, plus a few others, got together and formed a corporate committee, and they separately raised some additional funds which they used for last-minute advertising and for some other things.  And then you had a lot of other trade associations as sort of important players in the coalition – the chemical manufacturers, the AEA – American Electronics Association, The Alliance for - what’s that called - it’s the other electronic association, but a whole slew of different trade groups came to the table and got actively involved.  So it was quite a large association, and you saw in those group letters, it’s a good indication of who all was out there, supportive.”

“Within our coalition, there was sort of principals in each of the associations” [whom Business Roundtable interacted with most often].  These people were at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and the U.S.-China Business Council.  

Cal Cohen at ECAT

Other Participants in the Issue Debate

The White House.  [See above and the discussion under impediments as well.]

Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence

“The fundamental argument was that getting China into the WTO was not only good for companies and the American economy, but it was in the national interest as well. Because not only were the commercial benefits of the agreement so incredibly evident by looking at how China’s tariffs will be reduced, and the non-tariff ferries will be eliminated, but that there were tremendous opportunities to engage China and affect how China will change in the future in a non-economic manner – that it would add to the stabilization of the East Asia-Pacific Rim and would contribute to America’s ability to have a dialogue with China on important issues other than just economic.  That by isolating China, and denying PNTR to China, would be isolating them.  We would essentially be cutting off our ability to influence the future direction of the Chinese economy and their political system.

Secondary Argument(s) and Evidence

“I would say some of the subsets of the arguments that we used that were most effective was the high-tech internet arguments, that this agreement, among other things, provided greater access to China’s infant but growing internet capability and their use of computers and computer technology throughout the country.  And that, in and of itself, had already shown to be an enormous capability for providing information in contact to the outside world, even for individuals like those in the democracy movement, Falun Gong followers, to help them to organize and exchange information in a way that the Chinese centrally controlled news agency system couldn’t shut down.  And that was an argument that resonated a lot with members who were very concerned about the human rights issue.  And similarly, it’s a useful tool for those with concerns about religious persecution or organizing religious groups in China that aren’t officially sanctioned.

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence

Evidence was targeted to particular states and congressional districts.  The Business Roundtable’s research and grass roots organizing provided information on number of businesses affected, number of employees affected, size of impact on the state/district economy, and number of supporters in the state/district.

This targeting involved almost everyone in Congress.

Nature of the Opposition

“One was that the opposition was formidable.  You had a very unusual alliance of interests that normally wouldn’t be talking to each other in other settings.  You had organized labor, of which the steelworkers, the UAW and the teamsters were particularly militant, felt particularly strongly about this issue, AFL being, I would say, slightly less engaged, but still very much there.  You had environmental groups, human rights groups, sort of religious groups – the Free Tibet movement..  On the right-wing side, people with national security concerns, sort of the hawks on China, all sort of aligned in some fashion or another to work against” PNTR. 

The national security concerns included “the American Legion, … a group of national security think tanks in town, whose names escape me right now but some of the individuals are, like, Kevin Kerns[?] and Bill Triplet[?] – folks who used to work on the Hill who were very vocally opposed to China and had been behind a lot of the leaks of new stories that appear in the Washington Times.”

“So it was a formidable group of opponents I mean weren’t necessarily all sort of working together hand and glove, but they – Laurie Wallach, Ralph Nader groups – clearly were reaching out to the unions and the environmentalists and the human rights groups.  And the human rights groups, their two big witnesses were Harry Wu and Wei Jing Shung [also sometimes spelled Sheng], well-known Chinese individuals who have been jailed and had very moving stories to tell about their personal persecution, and they were trotted out again and again and again at hearings, meetings with members and whatever.  The opposition was indeed formidable.”

“The second thing was the Chinese themselves, who are never helpful, they always do something stupid, and the crack-down from 1999 to 2000 on the Falun Gong movement and clearly throwing other democracy activists in jail wasn’t helping at all.  It isn’t helping.  There’s a pretty clear case that human rights abuses have increased in China over the past year.  The way we countered it was by saying, ‘Well, human rights is not going to improve in China on a straight continuum and there’ll be steps forward and steps backward. You have to look at where we are in 20 years. … We’ve made enormous improvements.’  But there’s no doubt about it, that there have been real significant problems in the past year.  So that was definitely an issue.”

“ And there were some bumps in the road along the way.  The U.S. was very, very close to getting PNTR in April; the negotiations didn’t quite come together.  The U.S. rejected the final offer, and then we bombed the Chinese embassy in Belgrade.  That was a huge blip in the road.  And there was some residual feelings among the Chinese about the U.S. that certainly prevented the deal from coming back together any time sooner than it did in November, and so that was not helpful either.  Anyway, there’s certainly some ups and downs in the daily current events from day-to-day that had an impact on the debate.”

[And Brehm agrees with Beth that time is an impediment now for them in the hoped-for Senate vote, since the August recess is fast approaching. Brehm talks in the beginning of the interview about a bill introduced by Sen. Tommy Thompson. This bill is an anti-nuclear proliferation bill aimed at China.  Sen. Majority Leader Trent Lott made a deal with Thompson – to protect PNTR from being amended on the floor with an issue that would resonate with Republicans and Democrats – that Lott would introduce Thompson’s bill before PNTR.  But now it turns out that the Thompson bill has many provisions that too many people are opposed to, and yet they wouldn’t want to vote against anti-proliferation, and so the bill is stalled while behind the scenes a new version is being negotiated. “What has happened is that it has become a prerequisite and a stumbling block because the Thompson bill is so bad that the White House and the business community said, ‘This is a terrible bill. It’s unilateral sanctions,’ and we are lobbying every member of the Senate to oppose this bill.  And now instead of Thompson just wanting his day in court, now he wants it to win and win by a large margin, so we need an alternative bill.”   Meanwhile, there is only a week left in session before August and then the election for the Senate to vote on the PNTR bill.  They have the votes but may not get on the schedule, and that’s always bad because so many things can change while a bill waits.]
“On the national security front the more recent press reports that starting about a month ago that renewed evidence of Chinese involvement building a second missile plan have not been helpful.  It’s old information, but it’s certainly been recycled in an untimely fashion by folks who obviously want a way in on this process.  I think there’s concerns that “are there more out there, what do we need to do to make sure?”  And as a coalition of companies and business organizations, we are not in the best position to actually cite or counter proliferation issues.  Our arguments – where we’re most credible is on the commercial side.”  

Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition 

[Not probed on this as interview was cut short, but she mentions the human rights issues and the worsening situation in China, environmental concerns, and national security concerns..]

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

No.

Venue(s) of Activity

House, Senate

Action Pending or Taken by Relevant Decision Makers

PNTR passed in the House; a vote is hoped for soon in the Senate.

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

Permanent Normalized Trade Relations with China.  This is contrary to the status quo, since currently China’s trading status with the U.S. must be voted on annually by Congress.

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

Nine months with Business Roundtable.  Before that worked for GM for 13 years, 8 as a lobbyist. “Before that I worked for the U.S.-China Business Council and I’ve got a Bachelor’s of Science in Foreign Service from Georgetown and an MBA.”  Her time with GM included several years in Hong Kong and Cypress.

Reliance on Research: In-House/External
Press release claims that the Business Roundtable commissioned 120 different studies on this issue. 

“Late last year, we had studies done of the impact of exports in 71 congressional districts.  This is exports to anywhere in the world.  And these have been used at the local level to help generate better understanding of the importance of trade to the local community and helping members of Congress identify who the beneficiaries of that trade are.  And it includes a list of companies and the number of employees that they have, the products that are sold, and it’s been used really as a tool to educate the member of Congress as to the impact and, to great effect, I would say, we’ve had a couple of members carrying around a briefcase and they’re always pulling them out and citing facts and figures, and it’s really great.  And then we commissioned a study of the impact of increased trade from China on 50 states, and these were sort of two-pagers: for each state of the union, laying out who the big winners would be in terms of industries, which foreign products, what service industry, and then some small snippets of case studies: what particular companies will benefit and why.  And those were used both out in the states and here in Washington.  We also did some other things:  a study of central corporate responsibility in China, which documented the inputs of more than 30 companies – their activities in China and the non-trade benefits that their presence in China has made, including such things as education and corporate training, philanthropic contributions to the local community, supportive rule-of-law initiatives in China, environmental improvements, and use of environmental technology in the plants...that kind of thing.  And that was also used as both a lobbying tool and also as an educational tool.

“We’ve always done studies and reports and things. We’re known for when we embrace a policy position, digging down deep into finding the intellectual underpinnings and then using those to affect change in public policies.”  

They do this both in-house and commission outside reports. “It’s a combination.  We always use some outside resources.  It’s a very small staff here.  Our president, executive director, and like four issue managers, and that’s it.  So we use a lot of outside input.  But a lot of these studies are done with input from our member companies and the outside consultants are used basically to pull it all together, and not to create it.   The policy papers are hashed out over months of meetings among company representatives coming to terms with differences over different policy stances.  In the case of the state studies and congressional district studies, those were farmed out, and our companies did get involved in the sense that they were contacted to provide the anecdotes.  For example, Lucent was called to provide the anecdote for Georgia, Mississippi, or something. Procter & Gamble gave an anecdote for Ohio. So we got our member companies involved in that fashion.”  

Number of Individuals Involved in Advocacy
7 in Washington; 50 scattered around the U.S.

Seven professional staff members in Washington.  President, executive director, her, four issue managers.

The grassroots organizers around the country are paid by the Business Roundtable. “That’s an ongoing activity that is more than just a campaign long, because of the start of that Go Trade network in 1998, it will continue now.  When they’re not focused on a specific legislative issue, they’re doing the work of general trade education and continuing to build their coalition.”

“We’ve got field operatives in 19 states and 88 congressional districts.  All told it’s about 35 contracts because in some cases we have 2 organizations working one state, or in the case of Ohio, three.  About 50 people total, paid out in the field.”

Units in Organization Involved in Public Affairs/Policy
See previous question.  Washington office plus grass-roots orgs.

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills/Assets
8 years as a lobbyist with GM, experience overseas, MBA

Type of Membership: None, Institutions, Individuals, Both
Individuals (CEOs)

Membership Size
Not asked during interview

Organizational Age
Not asked during interview

Miscellaneous

“I think there’s a case study or two floating out there about this annual [vote on China trade and the lobbying efforts surrounding it.]  You should try to track it down.”

