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COMMENTARY | Britton Clarke

W
hatever its 
shortcomings, one 
thing is clear about the 
North American Free 

Trade Agreement: It has been an 
unquestionable success for farmers 
on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico 
border. 

NAFTA has been a boon for states 
like Texas, California 
and Arizona, where 
tens of thousands of 
jobs are directly linked 
to selling, distributing, 
warehousing and 
transporting Mexican 
produce throughout 
the country. It has 
served as an even 

bigger job creator for corn growers in 
Iowa and Nebraska, pork producers 
in Minnesota and South Dakota, 
wheat farmers in North Dakota and 
Kansas, apple and pear growers in 
Washington and soybean farmers in 
Ohio, Indiana, Minnesota, Kansas 
and, again, Iowa and Nebraska. 

American farmers have succeeded 
largely because of the quality of 
American grains and fruit. Likewise, 
produce from Mexico, which has 
much better growing conditions 
for products such as tomatoes 
and peppers, has been embraced 
just as readily by U.S. retailers and 
consumers as American corn and 
wheat has by Mexicans. 

Recently, however, cross-border 
trade in agriculture has been put at 
needless risk by an issue that could 
turn a win-win situation into a trade 
war threatening farmers on both 
sides of the border. At the urging 
of a small group of tomato growers 
from Florida the U.S. Commerce 
Department has preliminarily 

withdrawn from a 22-year-old 
Tomato Suspension Agreement that 
has permitted imports of Mexico’s 
superior vine-ripe tomatoes while 
maintaining a minimum U.S. price 
for that produce. That agreement has 
worked well and was updated only six 
years ago. It has also averted a trade 
war over a longstanding U.S.-Mexico 
trade issue. 

The increased protection Florida is 
pursuing would involve placing high 
duties on Mexican produce, leading 
to increased prices, less variety for 
U.S. consumers, and a distribution 
monopoly for a few Florida growers, 
who ironically buy and repack 
Mexican tomatoes themselves. 
What’s worse, this move threatens the 
USMCA, the successor agreement to 
NAFTA, which is facing ratifi cation 
problems in all three NAFTA 
countries. More ominously, it invites 
retaliation from Mexico against 
successful U.S. agricultural exports 
such as corn, wheat, soybeans, pears, 
apples and pork. In other words, 
a few companies in Florida will, 
if successful, turn a “win-win” in 
trilateral trade into a total loss. 

NAFTA has been a compelling 
success story for U.S. agricultural 
producers. U.S. exports of agricultural 
products to Mexico totaled $19 billion 
in 2017, making it our third largest 
agricultural export market. Leading 
domestic exports include corn ($2.7 
billion), soybeans ($1.6 billion), pork 
and pork products ($1.5 billion), dairy 
products ($1.3 billion), and beef & 
beef products ($979 million). Iowa’s 
No. 1 export market is Canada, and 
No. 2 is Mexico. Mexico is Kansas’ No. 
1 export market; it is No. 2 for Ohio; 
No. 2 for South Dakota; No. 2 for 
Minnesota and so on. 

U.S. agricultural interests spoke 
with one voice during the USMCA 
negotiations, telling the Trump 
administration to fi rst and foremost 
do no harm to their NAFTA exports 
and emphasizing the importance of 
the Mexican and Canadian markets. 
It is not diffi cult to fi gure out what 
will happen if the United States 
tries to turn the fl ow of agricultural 
products into a one-way street. 

Mexico’s produce industry supports
almost 1.5 million jobs, directly and 
indirectly. In a letter hand delivered 
to U.S. Commerce Secretary Wilbur 
Ross on March 15, Mexico’s Minister 
of Economy Graciela Márquez 
warned of the impact the loss of those
jobs could have on pressing bilateral 
trade issues. 

“Given the importance 
of reciprocal trade between 
our countries and the future 
implementation of the USMCA. 
the termination of the Tomato 
Suspension Agreement would not 
only be unfortunate but harmful,” she
wrote. “(Almost) 400,000 agricultural 
(workers) and one million additional 
jobs in related industries in Mexico 
would be at risk. These jobs are as 
important to Mexico as the export 
jobs in the corn, pork, wheat, apples, 
beef, and soybeans industries, among 
many others, are to the United 
States.” 

It is clear that Mexico will not sit by 
while a small group of Florida farmers
tries to eliminate their Mexican 
competition. Retaliation against U.S. 
agriculture is likely, and that does not 
benefi t anybody. 

Britton Clarke is president of the 
Border Trade Alliance in

Washington, D.C.
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ANOTHER VIEW

One of the silly 
traditions that have 
plagued Rio Grande 
Valley politics is the 
vandalism of campaign 
signs. It’s a childish 
assault on private 
property that might 
create more sympathy 
than ridicule for the 
targeted candidate, if it 
has any effect at all on 
voters or the outcome 
of elections.

However, the recent 
painting of swastikas 
on campaign signs 
for Brownsville City 
Commission candidate 
Nurith Galonsky goes 
far beyond the gouged 
eyes, devil horns and 
other more traditional 
defacements.

Some candidates 
have learned to simply 
endure the attacks and 
the cost of replacing the 
signs, since the culprits 
seldom are found, even 
though that cost is a 
legal injury, placing 
the culprits liable for 
both criminal and 
civil action. Galonsky, 
however, who seeks 
the Place 1 seat on the 
commission, has asked 
police to investigate 
the vandalism, and 
she is right to do so. 
She is Jewish, and she 
correctly notes that the 
painting of swastikas 
on her signs crosses 
any line one might 
draw regarding such 
attacks.

Her signs are the 
only ones targeted 
in this way, and we 
trust the Brownsville 
Police Department will 
give the incident the 
attention it deserves 
and do what it can 
to find the people 
responsible for the 
defacement.

Using the symbol of 
Nazi Germany is an 
obvious reminder of the 
horrible genocide that 
was committed under 
Adolf Hitler before and 
during World War II. 
Some 6 million Jews 
were slaughtered, for 
no other reason than 
the fact that they were 

Jews. Hitler ordered 
that all Jews had to 
wear patches bearing 
the star of David, a 
traditional Jewish 
symbol. It was like 
putting a bull’s-eye on 
them, identifying them 
and marking them for 
anyone who might wish 
to harm them.

Tagging the signs with 
swastikas, therefore, 
goes beyond the simple 
act of identifying the 
candidate as Jewish, 
which given the 
history itself can be 
considered a threat. 
The Nazi symbol can 
be considered an even 
more brazen threat — 
especially in light of the 
growing frequency of 
attacks against people 
based on ethnicity or 
religion in recent years. 
It’s worth noting that 
the vandalism was 
committed on the same 
weekend that a gunman 
entered a Poway, Calif., 
synagogue during 
Passover services and 
opened fire, killing a 
woman and injuring 
three other people, 
including the rabbi.

In this light, this 
incident might go 
beyond the simple 
crime of vandalism 
and rise to the level 
of a hate crime, even 
if it doesn’t involve a 
physical attack.

“Attributing these 
actions to ignorant 
young people 
minimizes the gravity 
of these actions,” 
Galonsky said in a 
public appearance. It’s 
not proper conduct on 
any level.”

She’s right. Local 
residents should 
be outraged by this 
incident, regardless 
of their opinions 
about Galonsky or 
the election. Further, 
we hope that outrage 
causes people to 
think twice about the 
indefensible practice 
of vandalizing political 
signs.
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COMMENTARY | Karl W. Smith

“The reason we’re having 
this argument over socialism 
and capitalism,” Pete Buttigieg 
explained recently, “is that 
capitalism has let a lot of people 
down.” Buttigieg, one of the 
Democrats’ many candidates for 
president, is not wrong — but 
this isn’t class warfare so much 
as intergenerational warfare. 
As such, there may be a way to 
resolve it without the economic 
destructiveness that often 
accompanies class confl ict.

Some history can help explain 
where the tension is coming 
from. Well-educated, affl uent 
baby boomers have done 
exceptionally well over the last 
60 years. Yes, that’s due partly 
to prudence and hard work, 
but it’s also the result of luck. 
Over the last half century, the 
U.S. and global economies have 
undergone profound changes 
that have redounded to their 
benefi t.

The fi rst boomers were the 
most fortunate. They graduated 
from high school and college 
into the strongest labor market 
on record and an economy 
whose productivity was soaring 
due in part to a massive public 

investment in technology. In 
1966, the federal government 
spent 0.7 percent of U.S. gross 

domestic product 
on NASA — a level 
of spending that 
Medicare wouldn’t 
reach for another 
decade, and 
Medicaid wouldn’t 
see until the 1990s.

That cohort 
began taking out 

its mortgages a few years later. 
The principal on those loans 
was subsequently devoured by 
the infl ation of the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, resulting in 
enormous gains for boomer 
homeowners. By the mid-1980s, 
just as the fi rst boomers were 
entering their peak earning 
years and beginning to save 
for retirement, the Fed was 
embarked on a project of 
ratcheting infl ation ever lower. 
This process would weaken the 
job market for new workers but 
set the stage for a series of asset 
price explosions, fi rst in stocks 
and bonds and later in housing.

The rise of the global economy 
accelerated the trend. The fall of 
the communist bloc in the 1990s 

and the opening of China in the 
2000s added hundreds of millions 
of workers to world markets, 
bringing cheaper consumer 
goods for those with money and 
more diffi culty fi nding good 
paying jobs for those just entering 
the labor market.

It’s no accident, then, that 
many younger Americans take 
a dim view of capitalism. They 
were surrounded by great wealth, 
but they had limited access to 
good-paying jobs and faced ever 
higher housing prices. Many 
middle-aged Americans probably 
aren’t so sure about capitalism 
either: They may have had a brief 
taste of prosperity in the 1990s 
— yet not nearly enough to set 
themselves up for retirement 
or prepare them for the 
choppy labor market and wage 
stagnation of the last 20 years.

The question, then, is 
not the existence of these 
different perceptions, or of the 
intergenerational imbalance, but 
what to do about it. If the baby 
boomers continue to ignore it, 
the most socialist visions of the 
far left will continue to grow in 
popularity. The result won’t just 
be an expansion in government 

spending, but an intense effort 
to redistribute (or even destroy) 
accumulated wealth.

Rhetorically, that effort will be 
focused on the 1 percent. But 
it will soon become apparent 
that soaking the 1 percent is not 
enough.

Instead, the U.S. government 
should cut taxes on workers and 
replace them with taxes that 
target the lifestyles of the more 
fortunate. A straightforward way 
of doing this would be to cut or 
even eliminate payroll taxes and 
slowly replace them with a value-
added tax, or VAT. Payroll taxes 
are the most signifi cant taxes that 
young and lower-income people 
pay. Reducing or eliminating 
them would signifi cantly raise 
the incomes of working people 
and encourage businesses to hire 
workers with less experience.

A VAT is a tax on the 
consumption of goods and 
services, and thus falls more 
heavily on those who spend a 
lot. The tax does raise the cost 
of living for those on Social 
Security, and that would have to 
be addressed. But it is also more 
progressive than a state and local 
sales tax.

There are other ways the 
government might change the 
tax code to help tamp down 
generational resentment. 
Eliminating the mortgage 
interest deduction, for example, 
would help defl ate the artifi cial 
rise in home prices. The caps 
on mortgage interest and state 
and local tax deductions, which 
went into effect as part of the 
2017 tax cut bill, already seem to 
be bringing down home prices 
in some expensive parts of the 
country.

Many of these changes would 
be unpleasant, to put it mildly, for 
affl uent boomers living off their 
gains from their investments in 
the market and real estate. They 
might want to ask themselves, 
however, which is more painful: 
giving up some of their wealth 
— or ignoring the plight of 
the millennial generation and 
fomenting revolutionary change?

Karl W. Smith is a former as-
sistant professor of economics at

the University of North Caro-
lina’s school of government and

founder of the blog Modeled 
Behavior.
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