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Three Key Questions for a New USTR

Anthony B. Kim

resident Obama has nominated Michael Fro-

man, deputy national security advisor for inter-
national economic affairs since 2009, to be the next
United States Trade Representative (USTR). In the
coming weeks, the U.S. Senate will begin the confir-
mation process for Froman, whose task as America’s
trade czar is to “serve as the president’s principal
trade advisor, negotiator, and spokesperson on trade
issues.”

The USTR plays a critical role in shaping U.S.
engagement in rapidly changing and interconnect-
ed global markets. Given the vital role of trade in
sustaining America’s prosperity, the USTR nomi-
nee needs to be a committed, staunch advocate
for advancing dynamic two-way trade and invest-
ment flows that are critical to America’s economic
well-being.

President Obama’s Dismal Record in
Advancing Free Trade. During his first term,
President Obama did little if anything to advance
trade liberalization, greatly undermining America’s
credibility as a partner in opening markets around
the world. The President concluded no new trade
pacts and renegotiated the previously agreed terms
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of the U.S.-Korea trade deal in a way that lessened
the ultimate value of the pact. He launched over a
dozen World Trade Organization cases against vari-
ous trade partners.? Clearly, it was protectionism,
not liberalization, that dominated America’s trade
agenda during President Obama’s first term.

Now, in his second term, the President seems
somewhat more open to a more ambitious trade
agenda. The Administration has been rhetorically
supportive of completing negotiations for the Trans-
Pacific Partnership with Asia-Pacific nations by
the end of this year and a Transatlantic Trade and
Investment Partnership with the European Union
by the end of 2014. Both are daunting but potential-
ly worthwhile tasks. The forthcoming confirmation
hearing for Froman is an important opportunity for
the Senate to pose key questions about the direction
of U.S. trade policy.

1. What Would You Do to Restore U.S.
Leadership on Trade? In today’s global economy,
there are unparalleled opportunities for the U.S. to
expand trade by dismantling barriers to flows of
goods and services. Lingering cynicism and doubts
about the benefits of globalization and a free-mar-
ket system should not abruptly halt America’s long-
standing commitment to openness and economic
freedom.

Economic freedom is not a dogmatic ideology.
However, it is a proven way to put an economy in
order, with far better results than any other systems
that have been tested. As the direct opposite of gov-
ernment interference and control, economic free-
dom is a threat only to those who want special privi-
leges by pressuring societies to expand the size and
weight of government interference.
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Moreover, free trade helps to spread freedom
globally, reinforces the rule of law, and fosters eco-
nomic development in less developed countries.
Freer trade transmits more than just physical goods
or services to people; it also transmits ideas and val-
ues. A culture of freedom can flourish whenever a
country emerges with the self-confidence to open
itself to flows of goods and the ideas and practices
accompanying them. A culture of freedom is both
the cornerstone and the capstone of peace and eco-
nomic prosperity.

America’s strategic approach to engaging the
world should be anchored in an unrelenting commit-
ment to advancing trade freedom, a vital ingredient
of economic freedom. That approach would signal to
the rest of the world that the U.S. will not abandon
its sense of duty by turning inward but remain com-
mitted to global leadership.

2. Do You Support TPA on Its Own Merits?
Trade Promotion Authority (TPA), also known
as “fast track” authority, is the legislative power
Congress grants to the President to negotiate recip-
rocal trade agreements. Provided the President
observes certain statutory obligations under TPA,
Congress agrees to consider adopting those trade
pacts without amending them. TPA has been a criti-
cal tool for advancing free trade and spreading its
benefits to a greater number of Americans.

Historically, it has been common practice,
although notformallyrequired, tohave the President
request that Congress renew TPA every few years.
In fact, except for President Obama, every President
since Franklin Roosevelt has either requested or
received trade negotiating authority.? The last TPA
authorization expired in 2007.

Reinstituting TPA may well be the most impor-
tant legislative action on trade for both Congress

and the President in 2013. Talking about improv-
ing America’s trade relations around the world is
an empty gesture without TPA. Timely TPA renew-
al would demonstrate to the rest of the world that
America is willing to take leadership in the com-
mon cause of advancing global trade liberalization.
As the case for timely reinstallation of an effective
and practical TPA is stronger than ever, the quest for
renewing TPA should be guided by principles that
enhance trade freedom.

Some lawmakers believe that TPA renewal needs
to be considered together with Trade Adjustment
Assistance, a welfare program intended to address
the alleged costs of free trade.* Using TPA renewal to
promote greater welfare spending is an ill-advised
and shortsighted idea. Entangling TPA reinstitu-
tion with a protectionist agenda would not serve
America’s economic interests. Renewing TPA should
be considered on its own merits.

3. Do You Support Expanding Trade in Both
Directions? Ultimately, if President Obama wants
to enable America to better reap the gains from
trade, he should abandon his single-minded and
mercantilist emphasis on expanding exports.

Export promotion is a poor substitute for the
comprehensive trade liberalization that America
needs. Both exports and imports are job-supporting
activities.

The increased economic activity associated with
every stage of the import process helps support jobs
in the U.S. on a large scale. As shown by a recent
Heritage Foundation study, for instance, over half
a million American jobs—in fields such as transpor-
tation, wholesale, retail, construction, and finance—
are supported by imports of clothes and toys from
China alone.® What America’s next trade chief
should focus on is not renewed trade politics but
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delivering greater trade freedom to Americans that
advances the benefits of trade in both directions.
What the Senate Should Seek from the USTR
Nominee. Trade liberalization is about creating and
adding value, capitalizing on competitive advantag-
es, and further harnessing the power of freedom and
choice. Expanding global trade and America’s role in
world markets is fundamental to building a stronger
economy at home and promoting better relation-
ships abroad as an integral part of foreign policy.

The American people deserve a clear-cut assur-
ance from Froman that he will take every opportu-
nity to expand two-way international trade by any
possible means, fight against protectionism, and
articulate the benefits of free trade.

—Anthony B. Kim is a Senior Policy Analyst in the
Center for International Trade and Economics at The
Heritage Foundation.




