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Transatlantic Cooperation on Economic Coercion: The U.S.-EU Trade and Tech Council met
on May 30 and 31 in Luled, Sweden. In addition to agreements on Al, quantum, monitoring &
information sharing regarding potential supply chain disruptions, and more, the two sides
emphasized joint efforts to counter economic coercion and non-market practices. They
specifically pointed towards China’s policies in the medical device field, such as closing its
market to foreign competitors.

Tracking Steel & Aluminum Emissions: U.S. Trade Representative Katherine Tai is expected
to ask the U.S. International Trade Commission to gather data on greenhouse gas emissions
produced by the U.S.-based steel and aluminum industry, imports of both of which are now
subject to tariffs. The draft report on emissions would be due in December 2024 and would be
used to inform discussions with the European Union on a global agreement to reduce the carbon
intensity and excess production of steel and aluminum.

Congressional Concern over Micron: Congressmen Michael McCaul (R-TX), chair of the
House Committee on Foreign Affairs and Mike Gallagher (R-WI), chairman of the House Select
Committee on the Chinese Communist Party” (R-WI) wrote a letter to Amb. Tai expressing
concern about China’s “banning” critical information infrastructure operators from purchasing
Micron products, describing it as an “arbitrary economic embargo”. The letter calls on the U.S.
Commerce Department to use its authority under the Export Control Reform Act of 2018 to
counter China’s “economic coercion” by placing ChangXin Memory Technologies on the
“Entity List” of companies whose products require special licensing to purchase. The letter also
called for the Commerce Department to “rally” Japan and South Korea to ensure that their firms
do not replace the market share left available by the restrictions on Micron.

Closing the Deal with Taiwan: The Biden administration announced it had concluded an
agreement on the first phase of its trade negotiations with Taiwan (called the “U.S.-Taiwan
Initiative on 21st Century Trade”) covering trade facilitation and good regulatory practices in the
coming weeks. The Biden administration argues that the agreement does not need to be
submitted to Congress for approval, similar to its approach to IPEF, the critical minerals
agreement with Japan, and more. Yet the House Ways & Means Committee, with jurisdiction
over trade policy, announced legislation that would both approve the May deal and require
congressional consultation and transparency on the other disciplines potentially covered under
the agreement.

Welcome to DC: On June 2, U.S. Treasury Undersecretary for International Affairs Jay
Shambaugh met with Xie Feng, China’s new ambassador to the United States. A statement from
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the U.S. Treasury Department said that both sides raised concerns but also “emphasized the
importance of the two largest economies closely communicating on global macroeconomic and
financial issues and working together on global challenges.”

Cracking Down on China-Made Airport Transit Vehicles: The House of Representatives’
Federal Aviation Authority (FAA) reauthorization bill would prohibit FAA funding from being
used to purchase airport transit vehicles, such as parking buses and jet bridges, made by Chinese-
owned companies that have “misappropriated” U.S. intellectual property or trade secrets.

Analysis: Squaring the Circle

The Biden administration wants to compete against China without confronting it. It wants to
deepen economic engagement with Asia without resorting to “traditional” trade agreements. It
wants the World Trade Organization to be the foundation of the global trading system without
supporting its dispute settlement mechanisms. In other words, the Biden administration seems to
have made a habit of inconsistency, pursuing seemingly contrary goals while not offering many
suggestions about how those contradictions are going to be reconciled.

In some past administrations, contradictions like these might have been the result of bureaucratic
in-fighting, with different principals and different agencies pursuing different goals and no one at
the top of the hierarchy able to bring order. This was a feature of the Trump administration that
was well-known because the in-fighting spilled over into the media so often. It’s much harder to
see something similar going on with the Biden administration — while there are some reports of
differences of opinion, like between the Treasury Department and Commerce Department over
certain specific features, there’s nothing to the scale of the Trump administration and
demonstrations of consistency are frequent, like the speeches from Treasury Secretary Janet
Yellen on China and National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan on economic security.

A better explanation is that the Biden administration is being pulled in too many directions and
without the political space to do much about it. Wiping the fog from the window reveals a certain
coherence in the Biden administration’s outlook and approach. They have concerns about the
direction of China’s military posture and the role of technology in advancing that, but are
concerned that elevating competition into a Cold War-like struggle that would create more
dangers than it would solve. They seem genuine about pursuing economic engagement with the
region but have internalized the perspective of trade skeptics about the role of liberalization in
U.S. employment and may also be skeptical of achieving anything through Congress, as would
be required in “traditional” trade agreements. It’s a narrow line to walk, and one that’s much
harder in a polarized environment where competition is zero-sum and the expectations from
partners can be vast. While it’s understandable for any administration to make the most of what’s
available to it, the mark of a skillful administration is one that can expand its own political space
and create options that weren’t there before.
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The problem is that everyone else, both partners and competitors, need to be able to understand
that a narrow path is the intention, never mind understanding the nuances. That takes consistent
and frequent communication, but insisting on nuance also increases the odds of
misunderstanding. Even the advantage of the White House “bully pulpit”, from President Teddy
Roosevelt’s line that the presidency is an ideal (or “bully” to use the parlance of the early
twentieth century) platform to communicate the president’s message, which Yellen, Sullivan,
and others have used to good effect, hasn’t always provided the necessary clarity on what
sometimes seem like contrary goals.

Nor is the Biden administration the only voice in Washington, DC, or even the only voice in
policymaking. The proposed legislation to remove China’s Permanent Normalized Trade
Relations (PNTR) status is a case in point. Its passage would be a clear “killshot”, as a U.S. trade
lawyer described it, in the U.S.-China relationship at a moment when the Biden administration is
trying to prevent relations from overheating. At the same time, a veto on an issue that many from
both parties see as responsible for devastating U.S. manufacturing would be politically
uncomfortable, especially in an election year. While any such legislation would indeed be almost
certainly vetoed if it even makes it so far as the president’s desk, it’s the sort of situation that
would best be solved by a phone call to House Majority Leader Kevin McCarthy to ask him to
keep his membership in line on this issue — and hoping that McCarthy agrees.

Trying to achieve clarity regarding U.S. goals is particularly challenging in an age of Twitter and
media constantly looking for content and plenty in Washington willing to provide it.

Ultimately the Biden administration has set a difficult path for itself, even if it’s the best it might
be able to do given the circumstances The best way to optimize its situation, at least as far as the
international stage is concerned, is to communicate clearly and consistently and offer a coherent
message.

Unfortunately, the Biden administration isn’t the only consequential voice in Washington. The
bully pulpit isn’t what it used to be — and the risks of contradiction are greater.



