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Bush’s victory

Why did Bush win the November Elections?  Manipulation of the issue of fear, especially related to security and the war on terrorism.  Ultimately, despite misgivings about the war, or about the economy, many voters felt that it was necessary to reelect Bush since we’re in the middle of a war and Republicans are stronger on national security.  September 11 still looms large, and under that kind of threat, Bush’s decisiveness – however misguided – was seen as an asset, especially compared to Kerry's constant vacillation, which showed weakness.  Other factors played a role – the infamous “moral values”, which the media played up as the primary reason for Bush’s triumph– but fear played the decisive factor, just as in the Salvadoran Elections last March.

The difference, of course, is that the Democrats didn’t provide a clear alternative, and Kerry was indeed a bad candidate who refused to stand for anything.  An even bigger difference with the elections in El Salvador is how Kerry and his supporters responded to the electoral defeat; whereas Schafik refused to call and concede to Saca and came out two days later calling for “mas resistencia y mas lucha!”, Kerry threw in the towel and disappeared.

In his speeches following the election, Bush talked about the political capital he earned and how he planned to spend it, which is to say that he and his cronies see the elections as a mandate and will go ahead with their ultra-right wing agenda.  Four groups have united behind the Bush presidency – the religious right, the neo-conservatives, the militarists, and the corporate elite - and they too feel that his victory is vindication for their policies.  They will push for a continuation of the first four years radical agenda, and are in an even better position now to implement it fully.

Domestically, they seek to sweep away all vestiges of the New Deal welfare state, and will try to do it through making permanent Bush’s tax cuts, privatizing social security, and expanding the federal debt.  Meanwhile, they will continue to dismantle environmental legislation, increase the influence of Christianity in various institutions, and strengthen the authority of the government in all policing and security matters (Patriot act, etc.)  This is a classic right-wing agenda, and Bush feels that he has the correlation of forces to make it happen.

Economic Prospects:

What’s apparent is that the dollar is getting weaker, there’s a large (and growing) foreign trade deficit, and the US is increasing dependent on countries like Japan and China who buy bonds that cover the deficit.  As Bush announces that he’s proposing another $80 million dollars of supplemental funding for Iraq, he just might be creating the conditions – by bankrupting the government – for the aforementioned end to social security and other aspects of the welfare state.  

Meanwhile, the White House just announced that the budget deficit will be $427 million this year, up for the 4th straight year.  Last year our government spent $160 billion on interest to pay down the federal debt, which is 3 times more than was spent on education.  If the tax cuts are made permanent, that number is expected to double by 2012.  What this all means is that we cannot continue with an interventionist foreign policy and maintain the welfare state.  Therefore, Bush is in part using war to destroy any possibility of a progressive domestic policy, for if the government increases debt enough then social programs will become unaffordable.

More on the Response of Democrats:

One of the big questions that emerges from the elections is: will the Democrats stand up to Bush on anything?  There are mixed signals here; on one hand, Senators like Barbara Boxer stood strong during the Condoleezza Rice hearings, and even John Kerry opposed her nomination.  On the other hand, Rice ended up getting confirmed by a vote of 85 to 13, and the Dems have selected a very moderate, anti-abortion Congressman (Harry Reid from Nevada) to replace Tom Daschle as the Minority leader.  A lot of the post-election rhetoric from Democratic leaders point to the party not stepping up as a real opposition force, but rather moving further to the center (or right), and becoming even more like a “Republican lite”.

The big battle will be over who will replace Terry McAulliffe as the head of the Democratic National Committee.  Howard Dean is emerging as the front-runner, and though we all know he’s not really that progressive, he would shake things up more than the rest of the conservative establishment types that are also in the running.  The Democrats do have a chance to be successful with a populist message; the question remains whether they will choose to do so, and for us the most important site of that ideological battle will be the vote on CAFTA.

What's up with all those progressives that supported the Kerry Campaign?
The biggest shake-up is with the unions and the AFL as a whole.  Despite the AFL-CIO throwing more money and resources than ever into the campaign, there are statistics that show that 42% of voters with union members in their households voted for Bush.  Though the AFL says the actual union vote went up, the fact is that Kerry lost, and this is causing a major re-evaluation (also based on the fact that only 12% of workers are now unionized, compared to 35% fifty years ago.)

The shake-up began when Andy Stern (the head of SIEU) announced a proposal for dramatic changes within organized labor, and said that if they don’t happen, he’s pulling his union (the largest and fastest growing) out of the AFL.  There have been many counter proposals since then from the Teamsters, the Communication Workers, and others.  Much of the debate is over consolidating unions, but it also has to do with the extent to which unions organize workers in the workplace and advocate on key issues (vs. supporting electoral campaigns.)  Some of this will be hashed out leading up to the AFL’s convention in July, and the outcome is important.  Some are talking about the further decline of the labor movement, which would be a serious blow for rebuilding the Left as a while

As for the often-hyped rise of the 527s (especially MoveOn), it remains to be seen to what extent these groups, and those individuals who jumped into the fight, will continue to mobilize and organize against Bush.  Obviously a lot of people got fired up about the elections, and the country is more divided politically than ever.  But, it seems that the groups that benefited most from this phenomenon during the elections – MoveOn et al – are a bit lost in its aftermath, and a lot of erstwhile activists are jumping ship.  The mood in many progressive circles is one of despair.  The anti-war movement is also weak, despite the continuation and worsening of the war.

Developments in Latin America:

The shift to the left in Latin America is seen most visibly through the victory of Tabere Vasquez in Uruguay and the success of Hugo Chavez’s and his party in both the Referendum and the recent municipal and legislative elections.  In the last few years there have also been electoral victories by the Left in other Latin American countries: Brazil, Ecuador, Argentina.  At the social movement level, there have been more explosions in Bolivia recently, and other strong movements against privatization.  In general, there is increasing opposition to Bush's policies by Latin Americans; 85% of Latin Americans are against Iraq war.

Some say that the first term of Bush showed a Latin America policy characterized by neglect, but this is not really the case.  The cases of the Venezuela coup in 2002, the ousting of Aristide in Haiti, the stronger sanctions on Cuba, and the electoral intervention in El Salvador are all examples of the US interventionist policy in Latin America.  Condi Rice’s statements in her confirmation hearing were troubling, specifically when you couple them with Bush’s pledge a few days before to “end tyranny” around the world.  Both Venezuela and Cuba were mentioned as problem areas, and the latter included in a strange list of “outposts of tyranny” (along with Zimbabwe, Burma and Belarus.)  Rice made statements about the “deeply disturbing” situation of Chavez’s rule in Venezuela, and reaffirmed Colombia as the US's most important ally in the region.

Rice herself is Cold War expert; she knows a lot about Russia but doesn’t know much about Latin America.  Here, the naming of Robert Zoellick as her Deputy Secretary of State will be important.  Though both are considered more “hawks” than Colin Powell, they aren’t neocons in the mold of Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz.  Rather, they’re considered “realists”, and especially in the case of Zoellick, driven by the ideology of “free trade” and expanding corporate privilege around the world. 

So despite Bush and Rice’s strong warnings around Iran, Cuba, North Korea, and other countries, in the opinion of this analyst (Burke) it’s not likely that there will be another US-led invasion anytime soon.   The US is stretched thin in Iraq; the war been a failure thus far, even for the some former supporters, and popular dissent around the world to open war in Iraq has made Bush pull back.  Were we to invade another country in the next four years, the Bush Administration would surely have to institute a draft, something they don’t want to do.  Rather, we’ll see more covert efforts to undermine ”tyrannous” governments, such as supporting the CIA and the National Endowment for Democracy (NED) in their efforts to undermine “rogue” states and support US allies in their efforts to take power.

The NAC disagrees about the likelihood of another war, calls for a vote on the matter:

Straw pole vote of those predicting that there will be an invasion of another country in the next 4 years: 7 say yes (Krista, Manuel, Yeni, Erin, Daniella, DG, Alicia), 2 no (Burke, Chelsea).

CAFTA: 
Results of the Trade Conference in early January that CISPES attended: Lots of new groups on board in the struggle, and everyone agrees: WE CAN BEAT CAFTA!  Why? The fact that CAFTA did not get voted on during the lame duck session confirms that there is a solid resistance to the deal within Congress, and that the Republicans do not currently have the votes to pass the accord.  Proponent and opponents are saying that CAFTA is make-or-break, for if it fails, that would be a serious setback for other trade policies (FTAA, WTO, etc).

Alongside social security privatization, passing CAFTA is Bush’s main economic priority for the year. It won’t get talked about as much, but his administration has staked the continued expansion of "free" trade on this deal, and CAFTA's corporate backers, along with Saca and other rightwing allies in Central America, are pushing hard for quick approval.

If the Democrats decide to stand strong on something, then CAFTA is one major piece of Bush’s policy that can be turned back, and turned into a significant victory for progressive forces.  But obviously they’re going to need to be pushed hard to take such a stand because those that are holding out – and many of those votes we need – have voted in favor of trade agreements in the past.

CAFTA and the Results of the Elections  

Trade didn’t play a major role in the elections, but it could have.  Some believe that if Kerry had taken a strong position on trade – truly spoke out about the problems with NAFTA and CAFTA, and focused on the US economy and job loss – than he would have won.  There are a number of examples of Democratic candidates – including Russ Feingold in Wisconsin – who basically won their races by hammering on the trade issue.  The AFL is partly to blame for Kerry’s decision to neglect trade; by endorsing him early in the campaign, they blew an opportunity to push him to take a stronger stance.  

The make-up of Congress hasn’t changed much.  Of the Democrats that retired or were voted out, many are ardent free traders – 7 of the 21 Democrats that voted for Fast Track in 2001 are not around for the 109th Congress. A full analysis of the 39 new Representatives is still being done.

Major point: if we do our job right, there never will be a vote on CAFTA.  Right now, there are about 50-60 Republicans opposing CAFTA for protectionist reasons.  Thus, we need to get 90% of the Democrats to formally come out against it, in which case the count will be enough in our favor that they won’t bother bringing it to the floor.  That’s tough to frame as a victory (when do we break out the tequila?) but the fact is that under fast track there has never been a trade agreement voted down.  

CAFTA-Related Developments: Fast Track, WTO, FTAA

Fast track must be challenged by 2/3 of the House in order for it to fail to be renewed in March, while the US’s participation in the WTO must be re-certified when that comes up in May.  Neither is expected to be a battle, though Public Citizen will put out a press release or two for the occasion.
As for FTAA, we can celebrate at least a temporary victory.  January 1, 2005 was the date to set to complete these negotiations at this point they are no where close to a deal.  In fact, since the November 2003 Ministerial in Miami, they’ve only gone backwards, largely because of the strong position taken by Brazil and other countries like Venezuela and Argentina.  The complicated 2-tier a-la-carte approach will never work, and these countries have refused to agree to a variety of provisions.  So for now at least, the FTAA is all but dead, and if CAFTA is not ratified in the short term, Bush will have trouble making progress on it and on other Latin American trade bills such as the Andean Free Trade Agreement (AFTA) and the bilateral agreement under negotiation with Panama.

Development in Central America and the Dominican Republic:
The complicated situation with the Dominican Republic, involving a controversial tax on corn syrup imports, helped to further delay the vote, and now a similar battle has emerged in Guatemala over a law meant to allow trade in generic medications, thereby keeping drug prices low for poor Guatemalans.  The US challenged the law as a violation of the rules set up in CAFTA and threatened to expel Guatemala from the final agreement.  CAFTA is far from becoming law and yet the Bush Administration is already using it to leverage policy throughout the region.  

CAFTA has also been introduced in Honduras and Nicaragua, and should it be approved in the various Central American countries, though there will be a major battle in Costa Rica.  CAFTA's approval in other countries would help the pro-free trade lobby in Congress.  

Timeline and Strategy of the pro-CAFTA forces 

The timetable for a CAFTA vote is like a boxing match; each round could be the last one, or the fight just could go on and on.  Of course it has to end sometime, but we can’t predict when that will be.  Clearly Bush wants to pass CAFTA now, but the Republican majority in Congress will likely begin the new term with non-controversial bills that are assured of approval, and then wait until April or May before introducing CAFTA.  This would make the early summer a probable time for the CAFTA vote.

Talking about the date of a CAFTA vote right now is pure speculation.  The exact date depends on internal Republican Party assessments (esp. the agenda of House Speaker Dennis Hastert, who wants to be able to approve all bills with a Republican majority.)  The Bush Administration will concentrate on cutting deals with protectionist Republicans who currently oppose CAFTA, while also reaching out to conservative Democrats who traditionally support such deals. As we saw with the vote on Fast Track in 2002, they will pull out all the stops to secure the necessary votes. 

A very distressing, though not surprising sign, is the extent to which the corporate lobby is embracing the CAFTA battle.  Over the last few weeks there has been a major media and lobbying blitz on the part of a new corporate coalition called the Business Coalition for US-Central America Trade, which is headed by corporations like Pfizer and Procter and Gamble and supposedly includes 200 companies and trade associations.  On Tuesday January 25 they held a press conference in which they said they were meeting with 23 Democrats and Republicans over the course of the week, while sending three separate letters to the House leadership.  The Business Roundtable is another major pro-CAFTA lobby that has begun a major ad campaign (such as the internet pop-ups of Reagan and Clinton.)

One aspect of the corporate and USTR propaganda has been to characterize CAFTA as charity for Central Americans who are badly in need of relief from years of wars and natural disasters.  And the lobbying of Central American ambassadors, Presidents, and other officials is at the center of this strategy.  Essentially, they are seeking to paint CAFTA opponents as “anti-Hispanic”; why, they ask, did Democrats vote for a FTA with Morroco but not for this deal?  Refusing to trade with poor Latinos sends a very bad message.  Commerce Secretary Carlos Gutierrez will play a big role in pushing this line, which will be used especially in districts with large Latino populations.  They also claim that the phase-out of the Multi-fiber agreement (MFA) this January will severely punish Central American countries with a large maquila export sector, and that CAFTA will help curb factory and job flight.

Strategy of anti-CAFTA coalitions

The big trade conference in early January that CISPES participated in shows the extent to which organizations from across the spectrum – agriculture, family farms, environmental, solidarity, development, health, labor, etc. – will be concentrating on stopping CAFTA this year.  The movement has grown considerably now that groups recognize that CAFTA is such a key issue in the broader trade struggle, and that it can be won.  The Nation Magazine published a big article the following week called “CAFTA: A Battle We Can Win”, and there have been a number of articles in other publications about the current battle.  Also, the assassination of Gilberto Soto has received increased coverage and helped to shine light on the poor labor rights situation in Central America as it relates to CAFTA.

The primary strategy of our side is to get a majority of swing Representatives to make public statements against CAFTA so as to create the conditions that the legislation will never come up for a vote.  Meanwhile, a number of groups – especially the Citizens Trade Campaign and Global Trade Watch – are working together to make a media blitz of our own, countering the propaganda of the business lobby and the Bush Administration.  

Unfortunately, unions are not taking on CAFTA up as a major issue as much as we’d hoped.  The Teamsters are connecting CAFTA to Gilberto’s case, and probably doing as well as any union nationally to make a case on CAFTA.  We can’t wait for the national leadership of the AFL to take a stronger stand; we have to go ahead as CISPES, along with other organizations, to push it with unions locally.   They have the resources and will be a key player in the final stages of this battle.

