G.O.P. House Leaders Withdraw Vietnam Trade Bill 
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By STEVEN R. WEISMAN
Published: November 15, 2006

WASHINGTON, Nov. 14 — Prospects for Congressional approval of several free trade bills backed by the administration were thrown into doubt Tuesday when House Republican leaders abruptly withdrew the one aimed at Vietnam on the eve of President Bush’s trip there this week.
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President Bush is scheduled to attend a meeting of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation in Hanoi. 

The failure of the Vietnam bill was a deep disappointment and embarrassment for the White House, which had hoped that the president would hail its passage as a milestone in improvement in relations with a country where tens of thousands of Americans died more than 30 years ago.

The bill’s failure touched off a fusillade of partisan recriminations, with Republicans blaming Democrats for trying to sabotage the bill and Democrats saying that some Republicans, bitter after losing the election last week, were trying to embarrass Mr. Bush.

Though the bill could come back to the House before the end of the year, some legislative aides said that its future was in doubt, along with that of several other bills lowering trade barriers with poor countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America. The administration remained hopeful, at least on the surface.

“As we’ve said all along, we will work with the Congressional leadership on the Vietnam bill and the other bills,” Stephen Norton, a spokesman for Susan C. Schwab, the United States trade representative, said. “This is important legislation and we remain hopeful that Congress will approve it as soon as possible.”

The unsettled atmosphere was another sign of the fraying of the pledges of bipartisan cooperation after last week’s midterm elections, as well as a reflection of lingering sensitivities over Vietnam. Most of all, it seemed to be a sign that whatever consensus had existed for free trade bills was also starting to crumble.

A spokesman for Representative John A. Boehner, the Ohio Republican who is House majority leader in the waning weeks of this Congress, said there was a “possibility” that the bill could come back later in the lame-duck session. He said the bill was withdrawn because Democrats were turning against it.

The bill came before the House on Monday night and won a majority of votes, with 228 lawmakers voting in favor and 161 against. More than 40 lawmakers of both parties had not yet returned to Washington, however, and it fell short of the two-thirds needed to pass according to the special rules under which the bill was introduced.

House leaders immediately expressed confidence that it would pass as early as Tuesday under regular rules enabling it to be approved by a simple majority. But the “yes” votes appeared to be melting away under a sustained campaign by organized labor and other opponents who argue that the bills cost American jobs.

Kevin Madden, the spokesman for Mr. Boehner, said that the majority leader learned that an effort would be made by House Democrats to send the Vietnam measure back to the committee level, and that the maneuver might succeed. He said Democrats were being pressed by labor groups and anti-trade groups that backed them in the election.

But Democrats said the bill seemed to be a victim of disarray in Republican ranks, and antipathy toward the departing chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee, Representative Bill Thomas of California, an ardent advocate of free trade.

An administration official, asking not to be identified, said there appeared to be elements of bad faith and bad feelings on all sides.

Democrats said they had asked the Republican leadership to delay the vote Monday night until Tuesday to allow dozens of lawmakers to return. But they said they were rebuffed by Mr. Boehner’s and Mr. Thomas’s offices, which expressed confidence that the necessary two-thirds votes were available.

The troubles of the Vietnam bill occur as lawmakers are beginning to discern where the new center of gravity is on the many issues debated in the campaign this year.

In the last few years, a large majority of Democrats have voted against trade bills, like one in 2005 lowering barriers with Central American countries, fearing that imports of textiles and other commodities produced there could throw Americans out of their jobs. 

Several Democrats who won in the election this month, notably Senator-elect Sherrod Brown of Ohio, had run promising to block or slow future trade bills in Congress.

The Vietnam bill, however, had the support of crucial Democrats, including the future House speaker, Nancy Pelosi of California, and Representative Charles B. Rangel, the expected next chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee, as well as the Republican leadership. 

The Vietnam bill was aimed at establishing “permanent normal trade relations” with Vietnam, which is joining the World Trade Organization and, as a result, is obliged to lower trade barriers and subsidies on its products. 

Failure of the measure does not bar Vietnam from joining the World Trade Organization. Rather, it would place the United States out of compliance with the organization, because the Jackson-Vanik Amendment, passed in 1975, requires an annual review of Vietnam’s political and economic practices, which is not allowed under the W.T.O.’s rules. 

The administration argued that granting Vietnam “normal” trade status is the best way of getting it to abide by international trade rules, including bans on copyright piracy and restrictions on foreign investments and imports. 
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