In its issue of Septenber 1993, Harpers Magazi ne published a
confidential nmeno sent to the Wiite House on the subject of the
North Anerican Free Trade Agreenent. The author of the neno, Jeff
Faux, is an econom st who has worked in the departnents of State,
Commerce and Labor. He was an unofficial advisor to the dinton
canpai gn for the presidency.

The Politics of NAFTA
By Jeff Faux

[ The neno is addressed to Joan Baggett, Paul Begal a, Janes
Carville, Rahm Emanuel, Stanley G eenberg, Frank G eer, Ceorge
St ephanopoul os and David WI hem ]

The international -trade people in the admnistration are
steering the President off a political cliff. By nowit should be
obvi ous that NAFTA is not popul ar anong voters. The nore they are
aware of it, the less they like it. Ditto in the House of
Representati ves.

The people in the adm nistration handling this are out of
touch. The claimby [U S. Trade Representative M ckey] Kantor
that not passing NAFTA will cost 5, jobs is absurd. O her than
the ideologically commtted, no one -- especially in the press --
believes it. But because there is apparently no one of stature
Wi thin the adm nistration who is challenging these assunpti ons,
the people in Trade, State, Treasury, etc., are sinply
reinforcing one another. As a result, they are dealing the
President only half a deck.

Econom cs aside, this is clearly a political |oser, big
time. Consider:

1. NAFTA nakes no sense to nost people and undercuts the

I mage of a President concerned about jobs for Anericans.

Everyt hi ng we know about politics over the last twenty years

tells us that a Denocratic president nust have the populi st

advant age on jobs and growth issues to offset the disconfort
that many ordinary people feel with a social agenda that to

t hem seens to enphasize gay rights and political

correctness.

2. Right now, no one is "responsible" for jobs |ost due to
i nvestnents that nove across the border. But the President
i s maki ng NAFTA his program and after it passes, Bil
Cinton will be blaned for every factory that cl oses down,
whet her NAFTA was the cause or not. That is exactly what
happened to [fornmer prinme mnister Brian] Milroney in
Canada.

3. Most forecasters already expect anem c job growth next
year as a result of deficit reduction and a still |ackluster
econony. There will be job fallout from defense cuts. And
nore corporate downsizing. Add an energy tax. Does the

Presi dent need any nore of a burden on the jobs issue to



carry into '94 or '96?

4. This will be a very tough fight -- with Denocrats! It
wll divide the party and | eave scars. |If the President
pushes this and wins, there will be Denocratic districts
where he will not be welcone. If he pushes it and | oses,
he' Il have a double defeat -- in the Congress and with the
voters.

5. Inplicit in the Wite House's present NAFTA strategy is
that the President will go out there and try to overcone the
deep-seated doubts that average Anmerican has about the
agreenent. This will require himto expend an enor nous
anount of goodwi Il and political capital to clean up CGeorge
Bush"s ness. Aren't there nore inportant things to spend it
on?

6. Perot could do real danage on NAFTA. His criticismon the
budget resonates nostly with a conservative business
constituency that will never vote for Bill Cinton anyway.
But on NAFTA, Perot can connect with a | ower-m ddl e-cl ass
and wor ki ng-cl ass constituency, putting Cinton on the wong
side of the jobs issue. (Skepticismabout free trade is one
area where dinton and Perot voters were simlar in the exit
polls. If these are the swing voters, why turn this strength
I nt o weakness? As a denocratic congressnman said to ma | ast
week, "People in ny district are beginning to say that
Cinton's giving away out tax noney to the Russians and now
he wants to give our jobs to the Mexicans." |nmagine hearing
that one a fewnillion tinmes on tal k radio.

7. Wen the debate gets going, the issue of Mexican noney
buyi ng access and influence in Washington will resurface.
The nedi a al ready have some suspici ons about the influence
of the | obbyist crowd in this admnistration. This could
hand Perot another issue: corruption in Washi ngton.

8. You can't trust you "allies" on this. You can't control

[ Mexi can President Carlos] Salinas. and there is sone

evi dence that sone of the big business community will not go
to the mat on this. These people do not |ike controversy.
Bill dinton could end up a little lonely out there.

9. The absence of Republican resistance to NAFTA is
deceptive. Sonme Republicans will peel off on the NAFTA vote
now t hat Bush is gone. Moire inportant, at the |ocal |evel,
ri ghtwi ng populist Republicans (hel ped by the Christian
right) will be shanel ess about exploiting NAFTA to portray
the President as the friend of everyone but the average
Aneri can.

What to do? | suppose the President is in too deep to pul
out suddenly. But he can begin to extricate hinself by sticking



to his earlier demands that tough side agreenents be negoti ated
wi th high standards and strict enforcenent, including trade
sanctions. The deal they are negotiating now has no teeth, and
everyone knows it.

An agreenent with teeth may or may not be acceptable to the
Mexi cans. But at any rate, it wll take tine to negotiate and
t horoughly vet the side agreenments with people outside the pro-
NAFTA circles in the adm nistration. The whol e process should be
sl owed down. It is crazy to be rushing this. The current
tinmetable protects the political interests of Carlos Salinas. But
the political risk will be taken by Bill Cinton. There is no
good reason for the President to hurry. Sure, Salinas will huff
and puff, and his friends at the editorial pages of the
Washi ngt on Pose and the New York Tinmes will noan that this is the
end of Western civilization. But a fewcritical editorials are a
small price to pay in order to avoid a big problem

My case does not rest on the notion that NAFTA or foreign
trade, per se, is a salient issue. But jobs are. And you can't
tal k nmost working people out of their view that NAFTA is anti -

j obs.

One step that can be taken now is to give soneone in the
White House the responsibility for designing a plan to back out
of NAFTA. Call it contingency planning. But it is crucial that
there be an alternative strategy when this hits the fan. And it
will.

| wite this as sonmeone who is conmtted to Bill dinton's
success. It would be tragic if the Wiite House were to absorb
bi g-ti me damage here because people in the adm nistration are
nore worried about the political fortunes of the President to
Mexi co than they are about the political fortunes of the
President of the United States. u



