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K
enneth Smith 
Ramos, former 
chief negotiator 
for the USMCA 
for Mexico, 

stopped by the Gateway City 
a couple of weeks ago at the 
invitation of the insurance 
company Borderless Cover-
age.

While he was here, he 
also spoke with a lot of ship-
ping companies and the 
people “in the trenches” in 
trade operations, he said.

“It’s very useful for us to 
come to the border and see 
how things are developing. 
And (see) what are the real, 
everyday, day-to-day obsta-
cles that people are facing,” 
Ramos said.

The economist worked 
on this agreement under 
former Mexico President 
Enrique Peña Nieto, and left 
the position when the presi-
dent did in December.

Mexico’s Senate ap-
proved the updated trade 
agreement in June, and 
Canada is expected to in 
September before their Oc-
tober elections.

“The big ‘if ’ is will the 
U.S. Congress be able to 
get it approved. … There’s a 
few concerns there, I think. 
The negotiations between 
Democrats and the White 
House is pretty tough, as 
you know,” Ramos said.

When the future of this 
trade agreement was less 
certain a few years ago, Lar-
edo was pinned as a poten-
tial future Rust Belt, with so 

much of its economy depen-
dent on trade with Mexico. 
But Ramos does not believe 
Laredo has more at stake 
than other border cities 
such as El Paso and Nogales, 
and even Midwestern states 
dependent on agriculture. 

“These key strategic en-
try points into the U.S. and 
into Mexico, really the live-
lihoods depend on having 
the USMCA ratified,” Ramos 
said. “But it happens in oth-
er areas of the country. 

“I can tell you, travel-
ing through other areas of 
the U.S., a lot of the Corn 
Belt and the central states, 
they’re very concerned with 
ensuring that in addition 
to the USMCA, that rela-
tions between the U.S. and 

Mexico remain cordial, and 
that we don’t have a situa-
tion like we did a couple of 
months ago on the issue of 
the threat of tariffs imposed 
on Mexico.”

U.S. negotiators came to 
the table with a long list of 
things they wanted to re-
solve, Ramos recalled. They 
wanted to address the trade 
deficit, which translated 
into this effort to tighten the 
rules of origin in the auto-
motive sector, Ramos said. 
And based on the “America 
First” concept, the U.S. said 
they no longer want impar-
tial dispute settlement pan-
els to oversee the decisions 
of the U.S. executive branch 
or U.S. courts. They be-
lieved they should just rely 

on their own domestic deci-
sions, he said.

“And of course that’s 
problematic. It’s been one 
of the pillars of NAFTA 
throughout its entire life. 
It made sure that whenev-
er there is any doubt as to 
whether a country is com-
plying with the NAFTA com-
mitments, that you have 
the ability to challenge that 
in an impartial court, and 
you’re able to get an expe-
dited decision,” Ramos said.

Mexico’s negotiators ex-
plained that if they made 
the rules of origin to strict 
and the requirements too 
onerous, it would not force 
further investment in the 
U.S. In fact, companies 
would leave North Ameri-

ca for China, Thailand and 
Eastern Europe.

Ramos said it was a long, 
drawn out negotiation that 
led to something good. They 
preserved free trade in au-
tomotive products and en-
sured Mexico and Canada 
would be excluded from any 
security measure the U.S. 
would take on Section 232, 
which imposed tariffs on 
steel and aluminum.

“The U.S. came to the 
table saying we have to fix 
something that is hurt-
ing the U.S. economy. Even 
though there was no empiri-
cal evidence to show that, 
it’s still their position, and 
it’s something you couldn’t 
discard,” Ramos said.
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Kenneth Smith Ramos, economist for AGON and former chief negotiator for the U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement for Mexico, stopped by Laredo Morning 
Times a couple of weeks ago for an interview with reporters and editors.


