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	 Trade Promotion Authority, or “fast track,” is the catalyst that gets the ball rolling toward 

enacting free trade agreements. The President pushes his trade agenda by way of the Office of 

the United States Trade Representative, an office within the Executive Office of the President. 

Nonetheless, Congress has the power to check the United States Trade Representative by 

controlling its budget and amending or striking down any trade policies that it negotiates with 

other countries, but TPA alters the system of checks and balances between the legislative and 

executive branches. “The U.S. Constitution gives Congress authority over setting the terms of 

international commerce, and the Executive branch jurisdiction over negotiations with foreign 

nations. Fast Track, however, delegates Congresses’ authority to the Executive branch so that the 

Administration is granted the power to negotiate trade agreements, draft implementing 

legislation to change U.S. law, and sign agreements into international law.”1 Under TPA, 

Congress is restricted to taking an up or down vote on trade policies within a time sensitive 

period without an opportunity to amend or filibuster the legislation. It speeds up the negotiation 

process so that free trade agreements are passed in a timely manner and the American economy 

can be boosted more rapidly. Currently, the Obama Administration is attempting to enact the 

Trans-Pacific Partnership, potentially the biggest free trade agreement in history, with eleven 

other countries in the Asia-Pacific region. In November 2013, 151 Democratic members of the 

House of Representatives wrote a letter to President Obama asserting that they would refuse to 

vote toward renewing Trade Promotion Authority. They expressed concerns for government 

transparency, regulation standards, and American jobs, all very important areas of interest. 
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However, without their support, it will be extremely difficult for President Obama to pass the 

Trans-Pacific Partnership within his final presidential term. Democrats must rethink their stance 

on this issue, because Trade Promotion Authority has yielded successful results in the past, both 

Congressional Republicans and the American people support TPA, and TPA leads to TPP which 

leads to global competitiveness for American markets. TPA is bigger than partisanship, but the 

pawn is in the hands of the Democrats. They must act pragmatically and with the nation’s best 

interest at heart.2    

 History demonstrates that Fast Track has proven to be a necessary measure since its 

implementation. Under the Reciprocal Trade Agreement of 1934, Congress gave President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt the power to negotiate reciprocal tariff reductions with other countries. 

This power was expanded in the Trade Act of 1974 to allow the President to negotiate nontariff 

trade barriers. The only catch was that the President had to ensure that Congress was still very 

involved in the trade negotiation process by reporting and consulting with members more 

frequently. Fast Track, which became known as Trade Promotion Authority in 2002, expires 

every few years but was effective from1979-1994 and 2002-2007. Traditionally speaking, 

Republicans are much more in favor of Trade Promotion Authority than Democrats are. 

Therefore, even Democratic presidents have been known to lean on a Republican congress when 

trying to pursue matters of trade. President Clinton used TPA in order to negotiate and, 

ultimately, pass the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), an agreement that 

arguably improved the economies of Canada, Mexico, and the United States by increasing jobs. 

President George W. Bush used TPA to his advantage throughout his presidency in order to 
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enact free trade agreements with countries such as Australia, Chile, Singapore, and the 

Dominican Republic. Bush, who ran in 2000 on a platform of trade and worked relentlessly to 

reenact TPA, has proudly stated, “When I took office, America had free trade agreements in 

place with three countries: Canada, Mexico, and Israel. By the time I left, we had agreements 

with 17, including developing countries such as Jordan and Morocco, and the young democracies 

of Central America.”3 Fast Track has been used to implement every United States free trade 

agreement, except for the free trade agreement with Jordan that was enacted in 2001, since the 

year 1979. That puts Fast Track total usage at a ratio of 19:1. Although TPA expired before 

President Obama’s first term began, under the Obama Administration, Congress was able to 

enact into law free trade agreements with the countries of Chile, South Korea, and Panama using 

TPA rules. This is due to the fact that the Bush Administration signed these agreements before 

TPA’s expiration. Democrats insist that Trade Promotion Authority leads to rushed legislation 

that lacks the proper regulation and substance that will lead to a long-term economic payoff. 

However, a lack of TPA usually leads to no legislation at all, due to incessant back and forth in 

Congress. Some benefit is better than no benefit, and history shows that TPA and free trade 

agreements go hand in hand.4   

 The renewal of Trade Promotion Authority has the support of the President, 

congressional Republicans, and the American people, so it is due time for congressional 

Democrats to jump on the bandwagon. To properly represent the constituents is to reenact this 

legislation. In February 2014, the Business Roundtable polled 1,000 registered voters, and 76% 

of those voters said that they favor “Congressional action to update and pass Trade Promotion 
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Authority legislation.”5 House Speaker John Boehner has been urging President Obama to work 

with Democrats in order to pass TPA since earlier this year. The discord between the President 

and other Democrats on this issue has split the party. This has made way for Boehner and other 

Republicans to criticize Obama’s leadership skills. In a speech about the TPA bill that was 

introduced earlier this year but hasn’t made much traction, John Boehner stated, “I made clear to 

the President that this can’t pass unless there is bipartisan support for it. And this goes back 

months, and yet we’ve seen scant attention to this issue by the administration in terms of 

encouraging Democrat leaders and Democrat members to stand up and vote for it.”6 Last month, 

some Republican representatives even wrote a letter to Ambassador Michael Froman, the United 

States Trade Representative, claiming that TPA must be renewed to get their support on TPP. 

They said, “Because of the critical importance of TPA in ensuring a successful outcome in the 

TPP negotiations, we will not support TPP if the agreement, even an agreement in principle, is 

completed before TPA is enacted."7 Many Democrats worry that the Bipartisan Congressional 

Trade Priorities Act of 2014 (S. 1900), the bill introduced earlier this year by Senators Baucus 

(D), Camp (R), and Hatch (R), is too similar to the TPA bill of 2002. They believe that a lot has 

changed since then and any future legislation must be molded to accommodate the new dynamics 

in the global economy. TPA in general is not the problem. Congress just needs to work together 

to create new TPA legislation, because the Baucus-Camp-Hatch bill wasn’t very good and will 
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unlikely be passed. With Democratic openness, a 21st century TPA can be created that appeases 

both sides of the aisle. They must support TPA as Republicans and constituents already have. 8 9 

 Trade Promotion Authority gets jobs created faster and puts American-made goods on the 

world market. It leads to innovation and progression by opening up doors for small businesses 

and large corporations alike, because it ensures that trade negotiations are pursued today instead 

of eschewed for tomorrow. The Trans-Pacific Partnership is potentially the biggest trade 

agreement in history, and, with the United States blazing its trail, the TPP will surely go down in 

the textbooks as a major win for the Obama Administration. It is no secret that President Obama 

has had his hurdles during these past 6 years. Health care, immigration, and education have 

proven themselves tougher to reform than initially anticipated, especially with congressional 

partisanship at play. A slow-moving congress has led the President to act on his own, by way of 

executive orders, leading to Republican disdain. However, TPA allows the President to act on his 

own in some areas and lays out guidelines for mandatory congressional inclusion in other areas. 

TPA truly is the best of both worlds. It is time to give the President the power of trade 

negotiation by renewing Trade Promotion Authority, or else TPP could end up being 

overshadowed by other issues and concerns by the legislative branch. Earlier this year, in his 

State of the Union address, President Obama said, “When ninety-eight percent of our exporters 

are small businesses, new trade partnerships with Europe and the Asia-Pacific will help them 

create more jobs.  We need to work together on tools like bipartisan trade promotion authority to 

protect our workers, protect our environment, and open new markets to new goods stamped 
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“Made in the USA.” China and Europe aren’t standing on the sidelines.  Neither should we.” 10  

Time is of the essence when American jobs are at stake. TPA allows the United States to get a 

foothold in the world market sooner than later. 11  

 Trade Promotion Authority is bigger than partisanship. According to the United States 

Trade Representative website, TPA is important because it “supports U.S. job growth, helps 

export more “made in America” products abroad, makes trade agreements better and the U.S. 

more competitive globally, and ensures transparency and public engagement in trade.” 12 The 

American people cannot afford for congress to drag its feet on this issue. Democrats must meet 

Republicans halfway and draft legislation that expands the President’s trade powers. It was a 

bold move for those 151 Democrats to band together against TPA in that letter, and it is 

important for Obama to listen to their concerns and demands. However, nothing will come of a 

closed mind. TPA renewal will require some give and take from both sides, but, in the end, the 

country will be better for it. We must maintain competitiveness in a global market. We must 

renew TPA.  
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