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With the lowa caucuses signaling the onset of peak presidential primary season, now is
a time to look at the positions of the major Democratic candidates on international
trade and the national security dimensions of technology competition. On sanctions,
the candidates favor a multilateral approach working along with U.S. allies with its
attendant advantages and disadvantages. On tariffs, they are of the view that whether
they impact U.S. industry and its workers should be checked regularly. Regarding
national security, the candidates believe in regulating foreign access to certain U.S.
technologies. With respect to trade agreements, they endorse seeking structural
change in bilateral trading relationships.

This summary is based on publicly reported comments from the leading Democratic
presidential candidates from the period June 2019 to January 2020. On some issues
there are key differences with the Trump administration’s current approach, while on
others what is proposed is not markedly different.

Sanctions

Despite its impact on commercial trade, the Trump administration has actively
deployed U.S. economic sanctions as a tool of national security policy. For example, it
has designated the entire government of Venezuela as a sanctioned party, as well as
imposed multiple rounds of sanctions on Iran after withdrawing the U.S. from the Iran
nuclear deal known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action ("JCPOA").

Former Vice President Biden on Venezuela:

“The U.S. should push for stronger multilateral sanctions so that supporters of
the regime cannot live, study, ship, or hide their assets in the United States.”


https://www.kirkland.com/
https://www.cfr.org/article/joe-biden

Sen. Bernie Sanders, I-Vt., on lran:

“What we need to do is have an international coalition. We cannot keep acting
unilaterally.”

The Trump administration has sought to leverage the market power of the U.S. to apply
“maximum pressure” on sanctions targets, denying them access to U.S. dollars to try to
cut off their sources of revenue. It disfavored the JCPOA, believing it did not do

enough to restrain Iran’s destabilizing behavior generally. Instead, the Democratic
candidates prefer the U.S. rejoin the JCPOA, so long as Iran adheres to its nuclear
commitments.

Tariffs

The Trump administration has turned to tariffs as a lever to try to reduce trade deficits
and seek to establish leverage in trade negotiations. For example, it has imposed tariffs
on $370 billion in imports from China impacting a variety of sectors, and in sectors
such as steel and aluminum, it has imposed tariffs impacting several countries, such
as Canada, Mexico and those in the EU.

Former New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg on tariffs:

“Trump’s tariff war with China and other nations has cost American businesses
and consumers billions of dollars in increased costs.”

Sen. Elizabeth Warren, D.-Mass., on tariffs:

“I will fight to change our trade laws so that we review duties every six months
and lift the duties if companies can't demonstrate the benefits of the duties are
going to their workers.”

The Trump administration’s view is that foreign countries effectively pay the tariffs as
the devaluation of their currencies to offset higher product costs cuts their own profit
margins. However, the Democratic candidates focus on tariffs as an import tax, raising
the cost of products U.S. companies purchase for their own manufacturing, increasing
pressure to lay off workers.

National Security & Technology Competition
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There is a broad effort underway within the U.S. government to regulate advanced
technologies such as 5G, as the race against countries like China to establish market
leadership has important national security implications. For example, there is an
initiative to restrict access to “emerging technologies,” including in artificial
intelligence, robotics and quantum computing.

Former South Bend, Indiana, Mayor Pete Buttigieg on artificial intelligence:

“China is investing so they could soon be able to run circles around us in artificial
intelligence.”

Andrew Yang on advanced technologies:

“We must heavily invest in quantum computing technology so that we develop
our own systems ahead of our geopolitical rivals.”

The Trump administration has been concerned that China requires U.S. companies to
transfer technology in exchange for market access, while sponsoring efforts to acquire
U.S. technology companies. These issues were the underlying cause of the “trade war.”
The Democratic presidential candidates are sensitive to this larger strategic
competition as well.

Trade Agreements

The U.S. recently signed the “Phase One” trade deal with China, the culmination of
three years of effort by the Trump administration to try to prod China to change its
trade practices. There is criticism it does not go far enough, though there appears to
be some alignment in the overarching priorities for achieving a more constructive U.S.-
China trade relationship overall.

Biden on the China trade deal:

“The deal won't actually resolve the real issues at the heart of the dispute,
including industrial subsidies, support for state-owned enterprises, cybertheft,
and other predatory practices in trade and technology.”

Sanders on trade agreements:
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“We must also add to the core text of every U.S. trade agreement, enforceable
rules against currency cheating, which allows countries to unfairly dump their
products in this country and makes our exports more expensive abroad.”

The Trump administration has indicated that next it will turn to a “Phase Two”
negotiation with China on more systemic issues such as cybertheft and subsidies to
state-owned enterprises. Though the prospects for achieving such a deal seem
doubtful in 2020, both political parties recognize that U.S.-China trade issues extend
beyond tariffs and market access.

Key Takeaways

e On sanctions, the leading Democratic presidential candidates favor trying to achieve
U.S. objectives through the JCPOA, if Iran abides by its nuclear proliferation
obligations.

e On tariffs, the Democratic candidates are of the view that whether they are
maintained depends on whether they impact U.S. companies and consumers.

e On national security, the candidates believe the U.S. must control foreign access to
advanced technologies, particularly given the strategic competition with China.

e On trade agreements, they are in accord that structural issues need to be addressed
to form a sound trade relationship.
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