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Sometimes it’s best to let the dust settle, and boy, there has been plenty of dust around 
Washington DC for the last couple months. Now we’re able to see more clearly what is going to 
be different under the Biden Administration with his new Democratic -Majority Senate. Some 
things will be very different, but others will not.   
 
As this is written, the Impeachment trial is underway in the Senate. While this is probably the 
number one topic on media, it is not really changing the real work of Congress, nor the work of 
government relations professionals here in DC. The bottom line is that most of the Democratic 
and Republican Senate leadership would like this Impeachment trial over, as soon as possible. 
Few are saying that for public consumption, but it’s a fact. Obviously Republican senators do 
not want this trial; on the Democratic side,  the President and Senate leadership are eager to 
pursue the priorities they campaigned upon: COVID response, immigration reform, 
environmental about-face from the Trump Administration, foreign relations, new labor policies, 
health care. They realize how powerful, yet fleeting is the opportunity when both the White 
House and the Senate Majority are the same party: the nomination and confirmation process 
for senior government officials, cabinet secretaries and federal judges can move forward 
quickly. There is no filibuster to slow them down. President Trump and Republican-Majority 
Senate took advantage of this power, to confirm an unprecedented number of Federal judges. 
Now it is the Democrats’ turn, to pursue their agenda. The Impeachment trial delays this.  
 
So let’s look ahead. International trade is fertile ground for a President to quickly achieve some 
policy objectives, because Executive Orders can be implemented quickly. But trade also shows 
the limits of the changes that we can expect under a new Administration. Tariffs on imports 
from China, Europe and elsewhere were imposed by President Trump by Executive Order; they 
a were at the center of our very contentious relationship with trading partners, and personal 
animosity between President Trump and leaders of China, the European Union. President Biden 
has publicly committed to a better relationship with China and its leader; already the rhetoric 
has toned down.  
 
But will there be real change? President Biden could rescind the Trump tariffs by Executive 
Order, but he has not; they will likely remain in place and continue to burden our trade 
relationship.  After all, during the past three years, not one Democratic or Republican in the 
House or Senate introduced any bill or amendment to rescind the tariffs. In fact, there was and 
remains bipartisan support for those tariffs; they will remain. The AFL-CIO, with significant clout 
in the Biden White House, has already demanded the tariffs vs China remain in place, and new 
tariffs be imposed on Vietnam. 
 
Under President Biden, the tone may be friendlier, but the actual tariffs and trade barriers that 
existed under President Trump, remain in place, at least for now. Trade is complex – untangling 
trade disputes is neither easy or quick, and the domestic interests (for example, our steel and 
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 aluminum industries) who worked so hard to gain protective trade measures, continue to 

believe they need them, regardless who is in the Oval Office.  
 
As further evidence of this complexity: President Biden is very eager to reduce carbon 
emissions, nationally and globally; it was a major component of his platform, specifically to shift 
to electric vehicles and manufacturing. He also campaigned on improved relationship with the 
European Union. Already we’ve rejoined the World Trade Organization, and the Paris Climate 
Accord, while President Biden has reached out to establish friendly relations with some 
European leaders.  
 
Nonetheless, the European Union is still threatening a tough tax on US digital leaders (Google, 
Microsoft, Facebook, etc.), and a US-EU dispute over trade in batteries may be emerging. 
Without those batteries, the President’s promised emission reduction objectives could be 
stymied or delayed. This will play out in coming months or years. But it demonstrates that 
intentions of better relations do not necessarily translate into sought-after policy changes.  
 
One area of change we are already seeing implemented:  this Administration will vigorously 
pursue global environmental, human rights, labor, and governance/democracy change. 
Restrictions on imports of products from China manufactured with forced labor, begun under 
President Trump, are already being pursued even more vigorously under President Biden. Just 
this week he announced, by Executive Order, new restrictions on imports from Myanmar as a 
response to the coup against the just-deposed democratically-elected leader.  
 
Perhaps a most important difference between the Biden Administration and his predecessor is 
one that is hardly visible to the American public and is being missed by the media -- but it is 
very evident to those of us who work with the federal agencies and the White House. Donald 
Trump approached the WH as a self-proclaimed outsider, new to Washington, DC, openly 
skeptical of the establishment and bureaucracy. No surprise then that with the exception of 
Federal judges, the Trump administration was quite slow filling the approximately 4,000 
positions available to a President. By comparison, Joe Biden is the ultimate Washington DC 
insider, with his White House operation up and running even before Inauguration day. He has 
drawn heavily from the 4,000 familiar names who served in the Obama-Biden Administration 
just four years ago. Most agencies have their full complement of appointees already either in 
place or identified. This means that, combined with the Democratic majority he enjoys in both 
House and Senate, President Biden’s agenda can be implemented quickly – by Executive Order, 
and possibly through legislation. Whether this is a good thing or not, depends on how you like 
that agenda. But there is no doubt it will be an efficient operation. 

 


