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1. INTRODUCTION

In 2019, Congressional Democrats announced the creation of a new tool—the 
facility-specific Rapid Response Labor Mechanism (RRM)—in the revised North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), known in the United States as the 
US-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA). The tool allows a government to take 
action against a worksite in the territory of another if it believes that workers 
are being denied their right to organize and bargain collectively. Proponents 
saw its inclusion as the primary reason for the broad bipartisan support the 
USMCA garnered. They proclaimed the commencement of a new era for trade 
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2. US ORIGINS OF THE RAPID RESPONSE LABOR MECHANISM 

Reaching agreement on the RRM required a perfect storm of political-
economic events in the United States. These events included the election of 
Donald Trump in 2016; the unique way and position through which the Trump 
administration was able to renegotiate the NAFTA, including its timing with 
respect to the election calendars in both Mexico and the United States; and the 
way Democrats in the US Congress renegotiated the USMCA after Trump’s deal 
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worked out a face-saving arrangement through which, in exchange for $7 million 
of state subsidies, Carrier would keep the Indiana plant open but still lay off half 
of the facility’s 1,350 workers. 5
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to do so by ripping up the NAFTA, including in the negotiations objective 
preamble. 8
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The Trump administration was channeling a narrative of decline within the 
massive, multi-decade transformation of the American automobile industry, 
including during the NAFTA period, even though the beginnings of that 
transformation predated the NAFTA by years. The challenges facing America’s 
unionized autoworkers also reflected economic shifts taking place within the 
United States. In the 1950s and 1960s, America’s Big Three automakers—Ford, 
General Motors (GM), and Chrysler
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accommodate just-in-time suppliers shipping parts to multiple plants (often run 
by different automakers) and minimize the cost of transporting finished vehicles 
to American consumers.

At the same time, the North American automotive supply chain deepened 
into Mexico. By 2016, Mexico was making 19.5 percent of all light vehicles 
assembled in North America, up from 6.5 percent in 1990. Mexican production 
thus accounted for about half of the 5.5 million unit increase in light vehicles 
produced in North America over this period. 
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Table 1
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Date Event

January 16, 2020
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In some situations, the new union bargained collectively to achieve a wage in -
crease that was greater than the rate of inflation. The governf/s alsoIn sotimes in
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A third, potentially positive (offsetting), effect depends on whether the RRM 
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government and the USTR have claimed victory, at least at some level, for 
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