Congressional Leaders Agree to ‘Path Forward’ on Trade Deals
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Senate leaders announced late Wednesday they have agreed on “a path forward” to consider three long-stalled trade deals along with a renewal of a program to aid workers whose jobs are lost to foreign competition. No details were provided.

Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., and Minority Leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., said bipartisan staff discussions had paved the way for separate consideration of the Trade Adjustment Assistance benefits for workers harmed by increased foreign competition as well trade agreements with South Korea, Colombia and Panama that were first negotiated during the George W. Bush administration.

U.S. Trade Representative Ron Kirk issued a statement Wednesday evening welcoming the development but did not indicate when the White House would send the three trade deals to Congress.

“I am very pleased that Sens. Reid and McConnell have agreed on a path forward in the Senate for the pending trade agreements and Trade Adjustment Assistance,” Kirk said. “The administration looks forward to working with leaders of the Senate and House after Congress returns in September to secure approval of these important initiatives for America’s working families.”

The Obama administration has insisted on tying passage of the TAA benefits to the trade pacts, though GOP lawmakers have strongly objected — further delaying the deals, which largely have bipartisan support.

In his statement, Reid reiterated his vow to see TAA benefits advance before the trade deals. “I do not support movement on the [trade agreements], which I have never supported, until TAA has passed,” he said.

McConnell said he was “eager to get moving and finally pass” the trade deals, adding, “Although I do not personally support TAA, I know there is bipartisan support for this program.”

In recent weeks, GOP lawmakers signaled that the impasse was nearing an end. Republican Sens. Rob Portman of Ohio and Roy Blunt of Missouri sent a letter to Obama saying 12 GOP senators would support procedural motions to limit debate on a compromise bill to renew the TAA benefits. Those votes in addition to solid Democratic support would ensure the 60 votes needed to take up the bill.

Last week, House Ways and Means Chairman Dave Camp, R-Mich., also said lawmakers were close to an agreement and laid out the likely plan.

The Senate would first pass a compromise version of the TAA benefits drafted by Camp along with Senate Finance Chairman Max Baucus, D-Mont., and the Obama administration. The White House would then send the three trade deals to Congress, and the House would approve those agreements along with the separate workers’ aid measure. The Senate would then clear the trade deals.

Senate Republicans will insist on amendments to the TAA package when it is brought to the Senate floor, but there are sufficient votes to defeat them. Republicans do not expect the debate will get sidetracked or delay action on the trade deals, a GOP aide said Wednesday evening, adding that there would be strong support for the trade deals.

Speaker John A. Boehner, R-Ohio, has said the House would take up the TAA bill in addition to the agreements, and he welcomed the news Wednesday.

“Upon reaching a path forward for the three pending free-trade agreements in the Senate, Senate leaders have cleared an important hurdle,” Boehner said. “I look forward to the House passing the [trade deals], in tandem with separate consideration of TAA legislation, as soon as possible.
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