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By STEVEN R. WEISMAN
Published: November 16, 2006

WASHINGTON, Nov. 15 — The Bush administration says it has no higher global economic priority than to combat rising protectionism. This week the challenge became harder and more complicated.

Like a lightning bolt that illuminates a dark landscape, the failure by the House to pass what should have been a routine measure sought by President Bush to extend normal trade relations with Vietnam shows how much harder it will be to win approval of trade bills from now on. 

Administration officials said Wednesday that they still hoped the Vietnam trade bill would be approved by the end of the year in the lame-duck Congressional session that continues to be led by Republicans. They said the same for other bills that would grant trade preferences to poor countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America.

But after an election in which many winning Democrats ran on promises to look more skeptically at trade measures, Democratic leaders and trade lobbyists agreed that, at least next year, the administration is going to have to adjust to a new environment and make concessions in order to get such bills through a Democratic-controlled Congress.

Among the concessions might be greater efforts to get trading partners to crack down on sweatshops and labor abuses and to respect environmental standards and other types of regulations in their countries. Trade deals may also have to address what sorts of goods the American government can procure from overseas.

“The election was a reaffirmation of public skepticism on trade deals,” said Lori Wallach, director of Public Citizen’s Global Trade Watch, a group founded by Ralph Nader. “There’s going to be a majority for trade deals, but it’s going to be a different majority than the one we’re used to. The skeptics are going to have a say.”

This was also the view of groups advocating trade agreements representing big business.

“We’re optimistic about working with the new Congress, but we’re going to have to show some flexibility,” said Christopher Wenk, director of international trade policy at the National Association of Manufacturers. “Labor is going to have to play a more prevalent role, and environmental issues are going to have to be addressed.”

The Vietnam bill passed by a majority, but it fell short of the two-thirds majority needed under special rules invoked to speed its consideration on the eve of Mr. Bush’s trip to Hanoi, his first visit to the country with which the United States fought a war a generation ago.

The result was an embarrassment for the White House, suddenly deprived of a tangible way to prove that relations with Vietnam were improving under Mr. Bush. Even administration officials said they were not sure why the bill failed and seemed ready to blame Republicans as well as Democrats.

A day after Republican leaders decided not to even try to pass the bill before Mr. Bush’s visit, new details of the inner workings of the House bill were emerging. Legislative aides said Republican skeptics of the bill were furious with their leaders that it was being scheduled so soon after an election in which trade was an issue.

More than 60 Republican voted against the measure, an unusually high number for a party that stands for free trade. Misgivings about improving relations with Vietnam three decades after the war were cited as a factor in their dissent. 

So was a general feeling of resentment toward Representative Bill Thomas, the California Republican who is outgoing chairman of the Ways and Means Committee, whose style of running the committee is criticized by Republicans and Democrats as autocratic and doctrinaire.

On the Democratic side, the issue was complicated as well. Democratic leaders like Representatives Nancy Pelosi, set to become House speaker, and Charles B. Rangel, the expected chairman of the Ways and Means Committee, supported the Vietnam bill. Their offices noted that more than 90 Democrats voted for it.

Mr. Rangel said he would handle trade legislation differently from Mr. Thomas and consult lawmakers about their ideas before the vote. He said trade actually offered more of a prospect for bipartisan cooperation than other issues like taxes, Social Security and Medicare.

“With all the other big-ticket items we’re facing, trade is one issue that could be more easily dealt with in a bipartisan way,” Mr. Rangel said in an interview. “In the past, Republicans never welcomed working with us, except to tell our trading partners that it was the Democrats who were holding up trade deals.”

Mr. Rangel said, however, that he did not think trading partners would object to the kinds of concerns on labor, environment and other issues that Democrats would be raising. “I have not heard one representative of any government objecting to any suggestions by Democrats,” he said.

Trade officials say that dictating labor, environmental and regulatory standards of American trading partners is not as easy as Mr. Rangel and the Democrats assert in the current environment as European, Latin American and Asian countries are making trade deals with each other that could freeze out the United States.

“We do not have the luxury of standing on the sidelines,” said an administration trade official, asking not to be identified discussing tactics in Congress. “We have got to be in the game. We have to get preferential access.”

The Vietnam deal was especially upsetting to the American textile industry, which has been reeling from a succession of trade deals with Mexico, the Caribbean and China over the last 10 years. Some worried that the Vietnam arrangement might allow cheating by China to circumvent curbs on its exports by going through that country.

Democrats denied Republican claims that they were under pressure from their labor supporters to vote against the Vietnam deal. They said the vote on Monday evening demonstrated that, while about half the Democrats in Congress might vote against future accords — and indeed most Democrats opposed trade deals even under President Bill Clinton — there should be enough Democrats to join with Republicans to pass some measures. Whatever happens on Vietnam and the pending deals with poor countries, the vote this week was not seen as good news for a future global trade accord, which is hung up on the issue of farm subsidies and tariffs. 

The Bush administration has made it clear that it cannot offer to reduce its current level of $20 billion in farm subsidies in return for modest access to European, Indian, Indonesian and Brazilian markets for American goods. Such access seems not to be in the offing, and therefore many trade experts are pessimistic about getting a global deal.
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