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The NAFTA Agreement: Job-killer or Job-creator?
The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) is an agreement between the United States, Canada and Mexico to drastically lower tariffs (import taxes) and other barriers to trade between the three nations and create a continental dispute resolution tribunal for future trade disputes under the treaty. Proponents of the agreement argued that the agreement would create more exports (and thus the jobs that go along with it) in exports to Canada and Mexico because of the tax advantage over U.S. industry's competitors in Europe and Asia. Critics charged it would create a Dickensian race to the bottom on labor and environmental law, as manufacturers moved to Mexico to avoid regulations and high-paying union labor. Other critics charged that the NAFTA tribunal was in-effect a continental government that compromised national sovereignty, a first step toward a European Union-style continental super-government that may not respect traditional constitutional and due process rights. 

NAFTA faced its greatest challenge in the U.S. House of Representatives, where House Majority Leader Dick Gephardt (D-Mo.) rebelled against House Speaker Tom Foley (D-Wash.) and President Clinton. Because it was a trade agreement and not a treaty, approval in both houses of Congress was necessary. About 50 Republicans also voted against the agreement in the House, along with a majority of Democrats, but the House passed the bill on November 17, 1993 by a vote of 234-200.
H. Ross Perot: NAFTA will create a “giant sucking sound”
Billionaire businessman H. Ross Perot claimed that NAFTA would create a“giant sucking sound” from the United States to Mexico in this 1992 Presidential debate. The segment cited in that October 16, 1992 debate became one of the most cited quotes on NAFTA established Perot as a key opponent of NAFTA. 

We've shipped millions of jobs overseas and we have a strange situation because we have a process in Washington where after you've served for a while you cash in and become a foreign lobbyist, make $30,000 a month; then take a leave, work on Presidential campaigns, make sure you got good contacts, and then go back out. Now if you just want to get down to brass tacks, the first thing you ought to do is get all these folks who've got these one-way trade agreements that we've negotiated over the years and say, "Fellows, we'll take the same deal we gave you." And they'll gridlock right at that point because, for example, we've got international competitors who simply could not unload their cars off the ships if they had to comply -- you see, if it was a two-way street -- just couldn't do it. We have got to stop sending jobs overseas.

To those of you in the audience who are business people, pretty simple: If you're paying $12, $13, $14 an hour for factory workers and you can move your factory South of the border, pay a dollar an hour for labor, hire young -- let's assume you've been in business for a long time and you've got a mature work force -- pay a dollar an hour for your labor, have no health care -- that's the most expensive single element in making a car -- have no environmental controls, no pollution controls and no retirement, and you don't care about anything but making money, there will be a giant sucking sound going south.

So we -- if the people send me to Washington the first thing I'll do is study that 2,000-page agreement and make sure it's a two-way street. One last part here -- I decided i was dumb and didn't understand it so I called the Who's Who of the folks who've been around it and I said, "Why won't everybody go South?" They say, "It'd be disruptive." I said, "For how long?" I finally got them up from 12 to 15 years. And I said, "well, how does it stop being disruptive?" And that is when their jobs come up from a dollar an hour to six dollars an hour, and ours go down to six dollars an hour, and then it's leveled again. But in the meantime, you've wrecked the country with these kinds of deals. We've got to cut it out.

President Bush: America needs more high-quality export jobs
George H.W. Bush in the second Presidential debate October 16, 1992
 ...the thing that saved us in this global economic slowdown is in our exports. And what I'm trying to do is increase our exports. And if, indeed, all the jobs were going to move South because of lower wages, there are lower wages now and they haven't done that. And so I have just negotiated with the President of Mexico; the North American Free Trade Agreement; and the Prime Minister of Canada, I might add, and I'm -- I want to have more of these free trade agreements. Because export jobs are increasing far faster than any jobs that may have moved overseas; that's a scare tactic because it's not that many. But anyone that's here, we want to have more jobs here and the way to do that is to increase our exports.

Some believe in protection. I don't. I believe in free and fair trade and that's the thing that saved us, and so I will keep on as President trying to get a successful conclusion to the GATT round, the big Uruguay round of trade which will really open up markets for our -- for our agriculture particularly -- I want to continue work after we get this NAFTA agreement ratified this coming year; I want to get one with Eastern Europe. I want to get one with Chile and free and fair trade is the answer, now protection. And as I say we've had tough economic times and it's exports that have saved us. Exports that have built.

Rep. Richard Gephardt: U.S. labor faces unfair competition from Mexico
House Majority Leader Richard “Dick” Gephardt (D-Mo.) championed the cause of labor unions during his tenure in Congress. Gephardt argued that to make well-paid American union workers compete with low wage Mexican labor would lead to the deindustrialization of America. This is from a speech made on the floor of the House November 3, 1993, just two weeks before the House narrowly approved the bill by a 234-200 vote.
Mr. GEPHARDT. Madam Speaker, I want to speak tonight for 5 minutes on the issue of NAFTA and the vote which is coming here on November 17 .

I want to focus tonight on one aspect of NAFTA , the most important single issue, which is its impact on the standard of living and wages, the wages of Americans and the wages of Mexican workers.

In economic affairs, our guiding national goal should be a high and rising standard of living and a long-term policy of insuring better jobs at better wages. By not addressing key issues like water, our wages and our standard of living will seek its own level and, drawn down by the lower wages of Mexico, our standard of living will continue to stagnate or decline.

Mexican wages are kept artificially low because of the actions and inactions of their Government. Government rules and procedures set both minimum wages and maximum wage increases for the vast majority of hourly workers in their manufacturing industries. They have kept these wages low to help their economy grow. They have sought to combat inflation and attract investment from companies seeking low-wage labor as a way to cut costs.

Mexican wages must rise, because it is the right thing for the people of Mexico. They must also rise because we want to make them better consumers of Mexican and United States products; and if their wages do not rise, the downward pressure on our wages will continue.

Official data from the Mexican Government best tell the story. Since 1980, real hourly compensation fell by 32 percent in Mexico, while productivity in manufacturing increased by more than 30 percent. Economists tell us that wages should roughly track productivity increases; yet Mexican workers are producing more and getting less.

Now, does this NAFTA do enough to ensure that while companies may be attracted to Mexico's high-quality labor force or lower wage structure, we have done all that we can to eliminate artificially low wages in Mexico?

The answer, unequivocally and undeniably, is no. In the area of labor, this NAFTA is actually worse than the status quo for two reasons. Under the NAFTA , the Mexican Government refused to allow industrial relations--the right to strike, the right to bargain collectively, and the right to freely associate--to be covered under the dispute resolution procedures of the Free-Trade Agreement. In my view, this is a glaring and critical omission. It is equivalent to an environmental agreement that excludes air and water.

What the Mexican Government has said is that they are unwilling to allow oversight of whether they are enforcing the most important part of their labor laws. We are not talking about imposing United States labor laws on Mexico. I simply want them to enforce their good laws.

Their constitution provides basic labor protections, that includes family and medical leave. It includes striker replacement limitations; but you can have the best laws on the books, and if they are not enforced, they are not worth much. That is the case in Mexico.

The largest union federation, which covers the vast majority of workers, acts as a quasi-governmental agency. Each year they enter into what is known as el pacto that sets minimum and maximum wages.

A conscious decision has been made in Mexico to keep wages artificially low to continue to attract investment. That hurts their people. It also hurts our people by attracting our jobs to Mexico and putting downward pressure on our wages and by preventing Mexicans from becoming good consumers of our products.

The second reason why NAFTA is worse than current law is that Mexico currently is a beneficiary of what we call GSP, Generalized System of Preferences. One of the key conditions of GSP is that a beneficiary must afford their workers internationally recognized worker rights--the right to strike, the right to organize.

...So passing this NAFTA will ratify and even worsen the status quo.

Mexico at least has made an effort about the environment during the negotiations. We saw a number of high-profile activities. They closed a refinery. They conducted a lot of enforcement on the border; but in the area of labor law, Mexican officials did not even make a good-faith effort at change. Instead, they showed that the status quo will continue. They arrested and confined a man by the name of Don Agapito, a Mexican labor leader who was fighting for higher wages in Matamoros. They helped to break a strike at the Volkswagen plant. At no time did they show a genuine commitment to carry out their own labor laws on behalf of their own workers.

So this issue of wages goes to the heart of whether or not this NAFTA is sufficient. The critical omission of not putting the industrial relations part of their labor law under the enforcement process is a glaring and critical omission.

The other major issue that was not treated in NAFTA is a steady stream of revenue to take care of the problems of infrastructure and environmental remediation on the border. I hope at a later time next week to address that issue in great detail.

It is because of these two omissions that I believe this NAFTA is not good for the American people. It is not good for the Mexican people.

I believe that if it could be changed, we should pass NAFTA , but not this NAFTA because of these glaring omissions.

I hope and I pray that in the future if this NAFTA is defeated that we can fix the problems and get a free-trade agreement with Mexico that works in our interest and in their interest and the interest of our people and their people.

Rep. David Dreier: Opponents of NAFTA cling to Myths
California Republican Congressman David Dreier explained both the free market and the practical claims for adopting the NAFTA treaty in this November 16, 1993 House speech on the eve of the vote. 
Mr. DREIER. Mr. Speaker, the dictionary definition of myth is: A fiction or half-truth, especially one that forms part of the ideology of a society.

The opponents of NAFTA are trying to make their opposition to this agreement part of the ideology of our society. But their efforts are based on several fictions and half-truths that must be exposed.

Myth No. 1: Jobs will go to Mexico: Not true. If NAFTA is passed, Mexican tariffs will be reduced, allowing companies to stay in America to manufacture their products meant for Mexico.

Myth No. 2: The environment will be hurt: Not true. Only if NAFTA is passed will we be able to work with our neighbors to improve our hemisphere's environment.

Myth No. 3: NAFTA will reduce wages of U.S. workers: Not true. Actually, export-related jobs pay 17 percent more than the average wage, and NAFTA will be responsible for creating at least 200,000 more of those jobs in the next 24 months.

Mr. Speaker, let us dispense with the myths. The truth is that NAFTA is good for American workers, good for the world environment, and good for jobs in this country. 

Rep. Helen Bentley: Party leaders are buying votes
Maryland Republican Helen Delich Bentley argued that NAFTA was being passed by the corrupting influence of vote-buying through pork barrel projects and special favors as it traveled through Congress in this November 10, 1993 speech on the House floor.
Mrs. BENTLEY. Madam Speaker, recent developments in the NAFTA battle, developments reported in the media, should have some of the early supporters of NAFTA reconsidering their commitment to the agreement.

Many of the believers in unfettered free trade also are fiscal conservatives and walked this very floor this summer making statements that if political deals were cut that threatened to either pull back from the agreed to free trade provisions of the NAFTA , or, if the cost of the NAFTA would push our budget deficit up, then they no longer would support the NAFTA .

The time is getting short. And I must ask the billion dollar question. How much is too much? On spending: $700 million to a possible $1.4 billion for six C-17 cargo planes, the cost of one Texas vote; $10 million for a trade institute in Texas, one more Texas vote; $600 million, for starters, on the NAFTA development bank, one California vote, and this bank is expected to go to at least $2 or $3 billion, and maybe even as high as $12 billion, over the years.

The total proposed deficit--as of yesterday according to the Joint Economic Committee--is likely to be at least $20 billion and the bartering for votes is not ended.

The Joint Economic Committee also says that the direct cost of implementing NAFTA over the next 5 years could be 30 percent higher than the current estimates being used by the administration. The JEC study also argues that the administration allocation of $138 million for dislocated worker programs is extremely low, but this underestimate is not included in the JEC 5-year calculations, because the additional costs of worker dislocation programs were not immediately required as part of the implementing legislation. By contrast, the Bush administration originally proposed $335 million a year for NAFTA -related dislocated worker programs, more than 12 times what is now being suggested.

Now if that's not enough for changing promises--the trade hawks on the Hill should examine the slippage on agriculture and flat glass and appliances.

There's another proposal being discussed--to barter for votes--and that is an Executive order by the President to permit the use of trade sanctions against nations that hunt endangered animals. Of course, were this to be done to win NAFTA votes, then we would have to fight GATT, because they don't want porpoises protected.

Oh what a tangled web is being woven in these international trade agreements. And how very dangerous it is to try to pull the wool over the eyes of the American people.

Americans believe a deal is a deal.

Americans want to believe that when their Representative makes statements of true concern--they will be followed through.

I urge every one of you--in this House--to look to your promises and your constituents--all 600,000 of them before you cast your vote.

Vice President Al Gore: Mexicans will buy more American products
Vice President Al Gore argued in a nationally televised debate with H. Ross Perot that NAFTA would accelerate the purchase of U.S.-made products in Mexico. Narrated by CNN's Larry King, polls showed that Gore won the November 9, 1993 debate against the persuasive Perot.
Vice Pres. GORE: Did you see the Wal-Mart that opened in Mexico City on the news?

KING: Largest one in the-

Vice Pres. GORE: Largest one in the world, if I understand it. They have 72 cash registers ringing constantly with people in that- in Mexico taking American products out of that store. We have this image of them being so poor that they can't possibly buy any electronic equipment or anything else that we make. They are poorer than we are. But you know what? They spend more per person on American products than any other country except. [crosstalk] Let me finish, let me finish, because this is very important. Japan, if you take everything that Japan buys, only 2 percent of it comes from the United States. If you take everything that Mexico buys, it's 800 percent larger, and if you take what they buy from foreign countries, 70 percent of everything they buy from other countries come from us. They prefer American products. If we lower those trade barriers and get rid of them altogether, we will have an export surge into Mexico and we'll have a partnership with Mexico that will help us remove the trade barriers in the rest of the world.

KING: Fairfax, Virginia, hello. I should bring it down. Fairfax, Virginia, with Vice President Al Gore and Ross Perot, hello.

CALLER: Companies can come into Mexico by, you know, thousands and set up manufacturing of products using the cheap Mexican labor, and I think that that is the biggest threat to the loss of U.S. jobs. Is this correct?

Vice Pres. GORE: No, it's not correct, because American workers are more than five times more productive than their counterparts in Mexico because they have better tools, they have better training, they have a better infrastructure. There are lots and lots of companies that moved down to Mexico and decided that they would rather move back to the United States. I've got a whole long list of them. General Motors is one of them, that moved down while Mr. Perot was on the board. He may have voted against that, but they have- I don't know, but they now moved, started moving jobs back from Mexico, back to the United States. Let me give you another example. Norm Cohen  in Charlotte, North Carolina, is in the textile business. 15 years ago, he tried to sell his products in Mexico - he had the price, he had the quality, he couldn't sell. Why not? He went in and investigated. His Mexican counterparts got a little mail-out from the Mexican government every month with a listing of all the foreign companies, including American companies, that wanted to sell in competition into Mexico. They were given an opportunity to put an 'X' beside the name of any company they didn't want to compete with. He got some investors and opened up a company in Mexico. Now NAFTA not only eliminates the taxes at the border, it eliminates practices like that 'x marks the spot,' and if NAFTA passes, Norm Cohen has plans right now to shut that factory in Mexico down and move 150 jobs back to Charlotte, North Carolina.

Rep. Helen Bentley: NAFTA would delegate U.S. sovereignty to international tribunals
NAFTA opponent Rep. Helen Delich Bentley (R-Md.) argued in this November 16, 1993 speech that the NAFTA agreement would transfer controls over Americans to an unaccountable appointed body.
Mrs. BENTLEY. Madam Speaker, listening to the proponents of NAFTA has become entertaining as they give various definitions of sovereignty in the United States and what it means to us as a country.

Some of the explanations are downright silly. In fact, their high school teachers would flunk them out of school for some of the explanations, but they still miss the mark in understanding sovereignty under the North American Free-Trade Agreement [NAFTA ].

Included in NAFTA are dispute panels which will, according to the General Accounting Office, “operate much like the courts which they replace..”.' These panels will settle disputes between companies, professionals, countries, whatever is included in the commerce of NAFTA . What is also included is the limitation of appeals in the United States courts.

In fact, the gentleman from Texas [Republican Whip Richard Armey] has written that under article 2021 of NAFTA that “private parties do not have a right of action in U.S. courts based on Commission findings.” The gentleman uses this argument to lock out special interests--but it also keeps American citizens from the right of adjudication in court.

At a recent speaking engagement, a friend asked me, “Why did we spend all this time working in the civil rights movement to have someone stand before me and my right to be heard in court?”

Remember, the commissions are two-thirds foreign, but their decisions will have the force of law in the United States and there is not a right of appeal into the U.S. court system.

Samuel Francis reporting in the Washington Times further explained what this new definition of sovereignty means to us. He stated:

The less guarded fans of NAFTA boast of how the agreement will encourage “convergence”, “integration” and the New World Order, all of which are code words for the globalization of economies, cultures, populations and nation-states in the post-Cold War Era.

But aside from this rhetoric, NAFTA itself contains language that severely undermines the ability of Americans to rule themselves and their nation.

Samuel Francis explained how the dispute panels will operate. He said, “These panels, composed of lawyers and trade experts, will be unelected, will meet in secret and will not be bound by either Mexican or U.S. legal precedents.” Now the secret is out about NAFTA .

How can anyone after reading this explanation by Samuel Francis equate NAFTA with sovereignty for the American people. A state which can limit your right of appeal is not giving more freedom but gathering more power for itself, in this case for international bureaucrats. This is at the expense of American citizens who have lived under the flag of the oldest continuous form of representative government in history. Our freedom has attracted millions to this shore in search of opportunity for their family. Any citizen has the right to be heard.

In fact, one of the strengths of America has been the right of any citizen to fight city hall. This will be no more. Under NAFTA an American businessman can wander around from Government offices to international institutions spread across three countries.

As William Orme reported in the Washington Post:

“NAFTA lays the foundation for a continental common market, as many of its architects privately acknowledge. Part of this foundation, inevitably, is bureaucratic: The agreement creates a variety of continental institutions--ranging from trade dispute panels to labor and environmental commissions--that are, in aggregate, an embryonic NAFTA government.”

And, I might add, an embroyic common market.

What does this mean to us and to American citizens. It means--that American citizens are no fools about their rights. Once the American people fully understand what is in this agreement--they will come visiting and want to know why we did not defend the Constitution.

I for one, prefer to stand in the tradition of the American patriots who defended this Constitution--instead of chipping away its protection of the American people.

Reflection

1. What would make the “giant sucking sound” after the NAFTA agreement was adopted, according to H. Ross Perot? Why does he believe it will happen?

2. Why does President Bush think NAFTA will help create high-paying jobs for Americans? What does he accuse Perot of wanting?

3. What is Rep. Gephardt's view of Mexican law with regard to labor? What is his primary objection to the status quo in Mexico?

4. What does Rep. Gephardt believe will happen if NAFTA is adopted?

5. What impact on jobs does Rep. Dreier believe NAFTA will have? What evidence does he give to support his thesis?

6. What examples of vote-buying does Rep. Bentley give on the NAFTA implementation legislation? What does this have to do with the merits of the NAFTA agreement? What does it have to do with the motivations of its proponents?

7. What is Vice President Al Gore's claim with regard to NAFTA and exports? What does his Walmart example have to do with NAFTA? 

8. What kind of national sovereignty would America give up under NAFTA, according to Rep. Bentley? What authorities does she cite to prove her case? How does this translate into the real day-to-day world for American businessmen?

9. What do Ross Perot and Richard Gephardt claim had happened to Mexican workers' wages between 1980 and 1992? What has happened since that time? (Look it up on the Internet if you don't already know the answer)

10. What has happened to American workers' wages since adoption of the NAFTA agreement? (Look it up on the Internet if you don't already know the answer) In your opinion, to what extent can this be attributable to NAFTA and other multilateral trade agreements? List at least one other economic factor that has had an impact on wages in the last 20 years.

