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PNTR is by far the biggest issue the UAW has been working on lately (even though the vote was some time ago; it is still what Reuther wanted to talk about; no hesitation). This effort involved all the industrial unions, but the UAW played a key role; we had been working on it since Spring 1999 (so for about a year). We were the lead union, since so many of our jobs were at stake. The Teamsters were a close second; also the Steelworkers; UNITE; and the Rubber workers. We also had tremendous support from the AFL-CIO.

We made two main arguments. 1. There is nothing in the deal that would require China to recognize basic human rights and worker rights. This was the same argument that we made with NAFTA and also with fast track. We push this argument because, first, it is right: human rights and worker rights need to be respected. Second, we do so because of the possibility of a “race to the bottom” as industries move overseas. So we have a long-term goal of raising the standards of worker rights, wages, and working conditions in all countries; there will be less of a threat to US jobs as standards and working conditions are raised elsewhere. So, we believe in the importance of human rights, workers rights; and we also know that by improving the level of respect for these issues there will be less of a threat to our jobs.

Second, we argued that there would be a surge of imports from China; that there was not enough in the deal to guarantee against an immediate surge of imports. Those were the two main arguments. 

A third argument, not as prominent as the first two, was that China has a terrible record of violating previous trade agreements and we could reasonably expect them to do the same here.

In 2000, we used about 50% of our staff time. Of the four lobbyists on staff, 2 (myself included) worked about 80% on this issue alone; the other two staff members worked occasionally on this issue as well. PNTR followed on Fast Track, NAFTA, and the Clinton Health Care initiative as the big items on which we spent an enormous amount of our lobbying effort. “We have a tremendously varied legislative agenda” but still in each of the past several years a single mega-issue has taken up the vast bulk of their lobbying efforts. “We have a very broad legislative agenda, but this was such a threat to our membership” that we devoted a large proportion of our lobbying efforts to defeating this single bill.

[On why the UAW in particular lead this effort as opposed to another union:] Sometimes we are followers in a coalition, but in this case, China represents such a threat to automobile jobs that we just had a total green like from our membership, from the President of the union, and from all levels of the union staff to really focus on this issue and defeat it. UNITE, for example, had some other legislative priorities; the Africa Trade Bill was a big item for their membership, less so for ours. So they couldn’t play the lead role on this issue, but we could. The Teamsters and others were major players as well, but we led the coalition.

Informal coordination of this type among like-minded actors generally works quite well. Some coalitions are formalized and on-going [example: a worker place safety coalition they are members of]; these are very common and generally work well. Informal coalitions also arise on a case by case basis, and this is also successful. Oh certainly there was some pulling and tugging early on; some of the industrial unions felt that the AFL was not taking this issue seriously enough, that it was pulling its punches. But [AFL President] Sweeny responded to our pressure and made it a big priority; in general the AFL-CIO responds quite well to its member unions.

[Impediments:] Well the first thing was the Administration and all the clout that they can bring to bear. And add to that the entire GOP leadership in the House and the Senate; of course the business and ag communities were solidly in favor. So we faced some very formidable opposition, similar to the case with Fast Track. There were a couple of differences between the two cases, however:

First, we started in the hole on the China issue. This bill was to end the annual congressional consideration of China’s Most Favored Nation Status, but that always passed by lop-sided votes, so we had a lot of members who were concerned about being consistent with their previous votes, and our opponents made the argument that since those votes were always lop-sided in favor of passage, this would pass easily as well. “The worst thing is when there is a sense that this is a run-away, a blow-out.” So the first thing we had to do was overcome this preconception that there would be no real debate, that this was going to be a blow-out. We had to demonstrate to the Members that this vote really was different than their previous annual votes, to overcome their natural desire to be consistent in their voting patterns. And, we had to convince them that the issue would engage, that it would not be a run-away.

In both cases we needed to organize our grass-roots so that they work hard and are engaged, but this was also directed towards the Hill, convincing the Members that our members were highly motivated and mobilized on this issue. [So the first thing they had to do was mobilize their members to convince others in DC that they were going to make a fight of this. The initial conception was that it wouldn’t even be close. If that had been the case no one would have wanted to take on the administration; only if the UAW convinced them that the vote would be close would they have any chance of attracting support.]

There was some gamesmanship, on both sides, I’d have to say. Each side tried to show either that “there would be no fight” because previous votes had been so strong, or that they “had the momentum” on their side and would be able to make this a seriously contested issue. Lots of Members were concerned about consistency since they had always voted for the annual bill. So the first thing we had to do was convince people that this was not a blow-away.

The second hurdle and the second difference between China and Fast Track was Gephardt. On Fast Track he and Bonior led the opposition to the bill. On this issue Gephardt made it clear early on that he would not lead on this one. In the end he did vote against the bill, but he did not twist arms. Why not? I can’t say exactly, but let me say that he is just so focused on getting back the House that he wants some business support, especially in the high-tech industries. So this was sacrificed for his bigger agenda. And if you think money doesn’t matter in politics and lobbying, here is an example where it does. His desire to raise lots of money from the business, and the high-tech community in particular, made him unwilling to lead this fight.

The procedural posture also hurt us. There was no vote on the US-China trade deal or on China’s admittance to the WTO; those were negotiated directly by the Administration. The only vote, the only place where Congress became involved, was with PNTR, and the argument was that the entire trading relationship was already a done-deal and that we would only shoot ourselves in the foot by denying PNTR to China.

Business and agriculture were also more mobilized on this issue than on Fast Track. Fast Track was only a procedural issue; it wasn’t directly related to a trade deal, it only authorized the President to negotiate deals in the future. So that was a little more difficult to understand, one step removed from the real issue. The China issue was a real trade issue, directly being voted on, so business and ag were more mobilized here than in the previous case.

We said that, like before, the benefits won’t come, that it’s illusory, bla bla bla. And in the China case we could point to statistics that showed what a disaster the NAFTA deal has been; so we argued that the benefits that business and agriculture expect to receive simply wouldn’t be there.

And, there was a background message in all this, one that was particularly painful to me; that was that we will lose these jobs anyway, that industrial jobs represent the past, that the future is high tech. This argument was the same in all three issues (NAFTA, Fast Track, PNTR), but it gets stronger each year.

In the case of NAFTA, we made the same three arguments: look at the promises and how it’s turned into a disaster; so we were able to look at the outcome of NAFTA, and show how the same arguments were made in both cases. In that case, there was a tremendous surge in autos coming in from Mexico.

[To make a case such as that, what kind of evidence do your rely on? Government statistics, your own studies?] We used both Commerce Department reports and our own anecdotal evidence concerning auto company investments in Mexico. So we do our own research and also make use of government reports.

There were a lot of investment decisions riding on this, and it was interesting, and distressing, to note that the day after the vote on PNTR the Wall Street Journal had a set of announcements about new industrial investments in China. These, of course, were not announced during the debate, but we argued that they would follow. It certainly wasn’t a coincidence that they appeared in the WSJ the day after the vote.

[Opponents] Well in general it was the entire business community and as I said before the leaders of the House and Senate and the Administration. I suppose if you wanted to talk to them, I can’t say exactly but it would be the Business Round-table and the Chamber of Commerce. The auto companies participated but they were not the leading actors. They mounted an extensive media campaign and even used a statement from former UAW President [and former US ambassador to China] Leanord Woodcock in favor of the accord. I’m sure that was in an effort just to tweak us in particular and we debated about whether we should respond. But what they really wanted was to have the media focus on how the union was in an argument with one of its own former Presidents and we didn’t want that to be the focus.

“No blank check for China” was the theme of our lobbying day. We argued that Congress should not give up its prerogative in the annual votes.

Certain elements of the far right were actually on our side on this issue and we tried to work with them when we could. They were concerned about religious persecution, abortion, and the Taiwan issue. So in some ways there was a coalition of far left and far right on this issue. We focused on the Democrats; they are more receptive to these issues. To some extent we also worked a group of moderate Republicans, those with labor in their districts. We tried to work with some of the more conservative Republicans but I must say it was disappointing; we got very little information from them. We tried to work with them and it did make it closer, however. But I must say it was hard to work with them and we worked mostly with the Democrats and through Bonior’s office. We shared information with them easily, but it was hard to share information with the far-right. Bonior has an entire whipping operation and we communicated with them everyday about who should be contacted, which arguments they might be susceptible to, which themes to focus on and the like. This involved both individual lobbying of Members and media events. We worked very hard on the grass roots, and rallies here in Washington. Members want to see the intensity of how much it matters in their district. They want to know, is it so intense back home that this vote will make a difference. Usually, it isn’t, so we had to demonstrate that this was one of those issues that really mobilized our members.

For each Member, and there is no substitute for sitting with them in their offices (even though the media events can play an important role as well), we had to figure, is it the import surge argument that matters? The religious persecution issue? Each member has a different take on the issue and we always tried to tailor our arguments. This is the type of information where Bonior’s whipping operation was so important: we traded information every day about who was leaning, which arguments to use with them, and the like.

[Resources the UAW brought into this issue:] We had support from our entire political structure in the locals and at the national union. We have a trade economist here on staff; he doesn’t do any direct lobbying but we were in touch with him every day during this issue. The research folks in the Detroit headquarters were also involved. We brought in 4500 people for a DC rally; there is a lot of logistics involved in doing something like that; we brought in staff people from the regions. The rally was obviously grass roots but we also brought in staff people from the regions to meet with their Members. At our Legislative Conference (annual event) in February, we had 1800 members who went to the Hill. This is an annual event but the timing this year was very good for us. Our PR Department in Detroit sent lots of information to each local and also developed radio and TV ads with the AFL-CIO.

The respondent has been Director of Legislative Relations since 1991; he was on the Legislative Relations staff in 1982; before that he worked at the UAW legal department in Detroit. He graduated from U-Michigan (1967-71) and from U-Michigan law school.

[Very good interview; personable, friendly, would be able to go back to him for further information if necessary.]

