
As the much awaited US election reaches its final leg, The Business Times
examines some of the key issues of contention that have made 

headlines in the past months as Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump battle it out
to become the 45th president of the United States. BY DIVYA NAIR

The Big Divide

FREE TRADE 
Free trade, or trade between countries free of barriers, has been a 
hotbed for debate amongst economists. Over time, however, there 
seems to be a backlash over its effectiveness with its opponents 
saying that it creates unfairness. The election issue centres around 
how free trade could harm American workers. The main free trade 
deals in question here are the 12-nation TPP, or the Trans Pacific 
Partnership, and the Nafta, or the North American Free Trade 
Agreement, which was signed during Bill Clinton’s regime. The US
is also trying to sign a separate agreement with Europe, called the 
TTIP (Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership). 

Her stand
Her plans will boost federal revenue 
and she has suggested taxing the high 
income bracket more. The Wall Street 
Journal cited a report by the Committee 
for a Responsible Federal Budget which 
said that it “finds Mrs Clinton’s proposed 
tax increases, primarily on businesses 
and the wealthiest American 
households, would cover most of the 
cost of US$1.65 trillion in new proposed 
spending over the next decade, including 
US$500 billion on college education and 
US$300 billion each on infrastructure 
and paid family leave.” 

His stand
A Forbes report says that Mr Trump 
would reduce federal revenue by nearly 
US$6.2 trillion. “Trump’s plan, while less 
ambitious than the version he released 
in 2015, would still largely benefit 
high-income households and result in a 
substantial boost in the federal debt,” 
the report said.

Her stand
Mrs Clinton believes that immigration 
is good for the economy and 
supports programmes that enable 
undocumented qualified immigrants 
to work legally.

His stand
Mr Trump believes that immigration laws 
need to benefit Americans first. So that 
would basically mean regulating the H-1B 
visas and recruiting domestic workers
before turning to foreign workers.

Her stand
She has always championed the middle
class and has called for an increase to the 
minimum wage to US$15 from US$7.25 per 
hour. In Mrs Clinton’s words, “I believe we 
have to build a growth-and-fairness economy. 
You can’t have one without the other.”

His stand
In another deviation from the usual
Republican stance, Mr Trump has 
said that he favours a US$10 per hour 
minimum wage over the existing 
figure – a move that brought him 
closer in line with the Democrats.

His stand
Mr Trump has called for “real
immigration reform” which also involves 
building a wall between US and Mexico. 
Mr Trump is opposed to letting refugees
in and awarding citizenships to
non-Americans born in the US and
calls for increased enforcement
of immigration laws.

Her stand 
Mrs Clinton has said that the US should 
open its borders to let in more refugees 
and should absorb illegal immigrants as 
US citizens. While this does seem like a 
simple solution, the legality of letting 
refugees in can be tricky and Mrs Clinton 
has called for “careful vetting” before 
letting them enter the country. 
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Her stand 
Hillary Clinton used to be a huge proponent 
of the TPP and backed president Bill Clinton 
when he brought in the Nafta. As secretary 
of state in the Obama administration she 
famously called the TPP the golden standard 
of deals. “This TPP sets the gold standard in 
trade agreements to open free, transparent, 
fair trade, the kind of environment that has 
the rule of law and a level playing field,” she 
said in Australia in 2012. “And when 
negotiated, this agreement will cover 40 per 
cent of the world’s total trade and build in 
strong protections for workers and the 
environment.” But she’s changed her stance 
since then and currently opposes it. 

His stand
Donald Trump takes a totally different path 
from his Republican predecessors who are
proponents of the deal. He has said that he 
is against the TPP and any trade deal would 
first have to protect US interests. He has
also said he will renegotiate the Nafta or 
terminate it if US terms are not met.
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BUDGET DEFICIT 
Recession and the 9-11 attacks prior to that saw 
President Obama enter office in the midst of a 
four-year run of trillion dollar budget deficits. 
He has since brought it down from the figure of US$1.4 
trillion, according to a Bloomberg report. US federal 
budget deficit was forecast to be US$544 billion in 
2016 − US$130 billion more than the previous estimate 
in 2015. The report also says that the US government’s 
annual interest bill was 1.3 per cent of the GDP in 
2015 and is expected to be twice that level by 2022.

SKILLED IMMIGRANTS 
Each year, the US allots 85,000 petitions for H-1B visas that are given to skilled immigrants. 
They are mostly scooped up by the technology sector and several tech companies such as 
Facebook, Google and Cisco are trying to increase this quota. Another sector that brings in 
foreigners is agriculture. Sixty six thousand H-2A visas are awarded to seasonal agricultural 
workers each fiscal year. While the Democrats have tried to increase the number of skilled 
workers, it has met opposition from the Republicans who see this as a means of citizenship
for undocumented immigrants.

INCOME INEQUALITY 
According to a Bloomberg report, income inequality, or the gap between the rich and the 
poor, has been on the rise in the US. It dipped between the Great Depression and the 1970s 
but has seen an upward trend since. The US ranks 43rd out of 144 countries when it comes 
to unequal family income distribution, says the CIA World Factbook. While economists 
argue about the exact numbers, the Bloomberg report suggested that “the lower half of US 
households by wealth held one per cent of the total, while the wealthiest held 63 per cent.” 

IMMIGRATION REFORM 
This is one of the most hotly contested issues in this presidential election with 
Mrs Clinton and Mr Trump on entirely different pages.
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