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Talking About Trade
with Solidarity

D

onald Trump promised to stop
the Trans-Pacific Partnership
(TPP) and end unfair trade
deals. Then one of his first acts as
President was to pull the US out of TPP
negotiations! A few months later, his
administration launched a renegotiation of
NAFTA.
At first glance, this is a victory for
workers in the US, Canada and our trading
partner countries. The evidence is clear:
trade deals have hurt workers in all countries, giving employers more power to move
jobs and investments across borders and
drive down wages and working conditions.
For decades, unions have been calling for
“fair trade” rather than “free trade.”
The Real Problem with Trade
Agreements
While we’ve seen a dramatic decline in
living wage manufacturing jobs, it isn’t just
because of trade. Employers have moved
many good jobs from one part of the US to
another (from the higher wage, unionized
North and Midwest to the low-wage, nonunion South). Some unions have agreed
to “two-tier contracts” that allow employers to pay lower wages to new employees or subcontracted and temp workers.
The decline of manufacturing wages has
occurred in part because of larger trends
that impact most workers in the US:
weak enforcement of labor law, rise in
union-busting and the growing power of
the financial sector.
Global competition does matter, as
do trade agreements. One of the most
dangerous elements is the Investor-State
Dispute Settlement (ISDS) mechanism
that allows corporations to sue governments that impede their ability to earn
profit. For example, if Mexico passes a
strong environmental law, a US corporation could sue Mexico for lost future
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