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It's been two decades since the North American Free 
Trade Agreement took effect, eliminating barriers to 
commerce between the United States, Canada and 
Mexico. Opinions remain sharply split among politicians 
and analysts over NAFTA's economic impact.

James L. Bacchus, a Democrat who represented Central 
Florida in the U.S. House and later served as a World 
Trade Organization judge, is a fan of the treaty. In an 
email interview with Opinions Editor Paul Owens, Bacchus 
argued that NAFTA has created and sustained millions of 
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U.S. jobs. Go to OrlandoSentinel.com/opinion for a full 
transcript.

Q: Do you think NAFTA has been good for the U.S. 
economy?

A: Yes. Absolutely. NAFTA created the world's largest free
-trade area, linking 470 million consumers in a $19 trillion 
market. Trade among the three NAFTA countries has 
quadrupled under NAFTA. Investment has multiplied 
fivefold. Importantly, workers and businesses in each of 
the three NAFTA countries are made more competitive 
worldwide by increasing integration into efficient regional 
supply chains that create and sustain jobs throughout 
North America. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce
estimates that six million U.S. jobs depend on trade with 
Mexico and eight million on trade with Canada. Integrated 
NAFTA supply chains support millions more.

Q: Has NAFTA been good for Florida?
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A: In addition to Florida's growing trade and investment 
with Canada and Mexico, our state has benefited 
enormously from NAFTA's role as a model for more recent 
trade agreements with Colombia, Panama, Peru, the 
Dominican Republic and Central America — all closer 
geographically to Florida. One in every six jobs in Florida 
— about 1.3 million jobs — is supported by international 
trade and foreign direct investment. Florida is a trading 
state, increasingly connected to a hyper-connected global 
economy, and the ever-growing volume of regional and 
global trade and investment involving our state is good for 
Florida.

Q: The U.S. was running a small trade surplus with Mexico before NAFTA, and now it's running a 
$50 billion-a-year deficit. Is this what treaty supporters wanted?

A: Prolonged and pronounced trade deficits can be harmful, but a misplaced emphasis on a 
bilateral trade deficit with one country can be deceiving. For example, the U.S. has large surpluses 
in services and agricultural trade with Mexico. Moreover, where manufacturing is concerned, 40 
cents of every dollar of value of every good exported from Mexico to the U.S. is, in reality, the re-
export back to the U.S. of something made in the U.S. by American workers. Increasingly, world 
trade is a trade in tasks conducted along highly integrated and highly efficient supply chains. As 
stated in the preamble to the NAFTA treaty, what we wanted to accomplish through NAFTA was to 
"enhance the competitiveness" of the three countries "in global markets." Through regional 
economic integration, NAFTA has helped us do this.

Q: Didn't NAFTA accelerate the loss of millions of manufacturing jobs in the United States over the 
past two decades?

A: Manufacturing jobs have been lost in the U.S. largely due to technology, not trade. Where labor 
costs have been a deciding factor, jobs that shifted to Mexico with NAFTA would likely have gone 
to China without NAFTA. Keeping those jobs next door has helped preserve in the U.S. many 
related jobs making valuable components. Now that Mexican wages are comparable and thus 
competitive with rapidly-rising Chinese wages, we should seize the chance to keep and create 
more manufacturing jobs in all three NAFTA countries through further regional economic 
integration.

Q: Hasn't NAFTA depressed wages and discouraged stricter U.S. labor and environmental 
regulations?

A: A recent study by economists at Yale University and the Federal Reserve concluded that 
wages, when adjusted for inflation, have risen slightly as a result of NAFTA in all three NAFTA 
countries. Better labor and environmental regulations are needed in the U.S., but their absence is 
a failure of our own domestic politics, and cannot be blamed on NAFTA. I have long favored 
strengthening the environmental provisions in NAFTA and making them part of the basic treaty. 
Likewise, core labor standards — such as the rights to organize, strike, and enjoy non-
discrimination in the workplace — should be made part of NAFTA.

Q: Critics say NAFTA hurt Mexico's economy — especially its agricultural sector — and 
contributed to illegal immigration. Are they wrong?

A: With freer trade under NAFTA, U.S. agricultural exports to Mexico have tripled since 1994, to 
the great benefit of American farmers and ranchers. Some Mexican growers have had difficulty 
competing with U.S. agricultural producers. Cross-border regulatory harmonization would be 
helpful. Domestic education reforms, tax reforms, and, especially, President Enrique Pena 
Nieto's recently announced agrarian reforms should help many in rural Mexico move up toward 
the middle class. So too will the continued openness of Mexico to foreign trade and investment. 
Twenty years ago, I favored including an immigration chapter in NAFTA to provide for legal 
movement of workers as part of regional economic integration. I still do. Recently, net migration of 
Mexicans to the U.S. has been about zero as Mexicans have seen and secured more economic 
opportunities in Mexico.
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Q: What has been learned from NAFTA that should inform U.S. efforts to negotiate new trade 
deals, such as the Trans-Pacific Partnership with Asian nations?

A: What we should have learned from the experience of NAFTA is the desirability of additional 
economic integration. It is good that Mexico and Canada are part of the trans-Pacific negotiations. 
They should both be included in our trans-Atlantic negotiations with Europe. Through further 
regional economic integration of the three NAFTA countries, we can help make workers and 
businesses in each of those countries more productive and thus more competitive with China and 
other rising Asian countries in providing value added as part of global supply chains. In particular, 
the energy revolution in the U.S. coupled with the historic energy reforms in Mexico offer 
enormous opportunities on both sides of the border.
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