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The issue: President Donald J. Trump delivered his first message to Congress on Tuesday, 

February 28th, 2017. The speech was met with high expectations as this was the first opportunity 

for the new President to spell out his vision for domestic, foreign, and security policies. The 

speech was generally well received: the great majority of citizens thought that it was genuinely 

“presidential”. What the commentators and people on the Democratic side alleged was missing 

was detailed plans for achieving ambitious policy proposals; they contended that the President 

was painting with too wide a brush—in effect, that “the devil is in the details.” 

 

The background: As a rule, presidents, in their annual messages to Congress, discuss the 

achievements of their Administration in the past year, and identify the most important legislative 

and executive actions they plan to implement in the coming year. It is also a rule of thumb that 

domestic issues take center stage in the speech; exceptions have been rare (George W. Bush’s 

State of the Union speech in early 2002 comes to mind as an example). It is stating the obvious 

that President Trump was only able to discuss future plans, but his message fit the pattern of 

addressing domestic policy. After all, it was primarily his promise to implement sweeping 

changes in the economic, social, and political spheres that propelled him into the White House, 

and delivering on campaign promises is one of the main aspirations of the Trump Administration. 
 

President Trump’s message was mostly devoid of the sort of hyperboles he had been extensively 

using during the campaign, and even during the first few weeks of his Administration. He scored 

better on the fact check “scale” than during the campaign when, on average, about three-quarters 

of what he stated proved to be false. One of the main goals of the speech was to attempt to unite 

the American public behind his populist promises. In this respect President Trump is facing an 

uphill battle which he is not likely to win for a number of reasons: ever-increasing partisanship, 

institutional deadlock, and his unusually low approval ratings among the general population.  
 

Many of Donald J. Trump’s campaign promises centered on job creation. The President hinted in 

the message on Tuesday that a number of companies will invest “billions and billions of dollars 

in the United States and will create tens of thousands of new American jobs”. While the 

statement is true, some of the firms President Trump listed decided to reinvest in domestic 

production well before Mr. Trump entered the White House. Moreover, it is possible that, in the 

long run, the competitiveness of American multinational companies will suffer due to the costs of 

paying high American wages and the so-called border tax President Trump has mentioned 

repeatedly. One can conclude from this one example that President Trump’s promised plans may 

work to some extent in the short run, but the long-term gains are more than questionable.  
 



 
 
 

In general, long-overdue large-scale infrastructural investments—not undertaken since President 

Eisenhower’s highway project in the 1950s—are more than welcome; they are bound to enjoy 

bipartisan support of sorts, especially if Democratic congressional districts benefit from the 

project as well. The problem is the “offset”: where will the money come from? The President 

announced relatively significant tax cuts as well, both in personal income taxes and corporate 

taxes. In the case of the former, he pledges to streamline the tax system by reducing the current 

tax brackets to three. President Trump seems to place faith in supply-side economics, with its 

Reaganite assumption that lower taxes will boost economic growth. The Trump Administration 

has also promised a 4-5 percent annual growth rate, which seems more than overly ambitious. 

Moreover, in his message the President also promised a sharp increase in military spending ($54 

billion: about 9 percent of the current defense spending), which he wishes to balance by cutting 

the budget of the State Department’s budget some 35 percent, and slashing foreign aid. However, 

the numbers do not add up; the Trump Administration plans to spend much more than it can 

possibly generate in revenue. Congressional fiscal conservative Republicans (first and foremost, 

Speaker Paul Ryan) should be uneasy about the new administration’s “big state conservatism”. 

Additionally, a higher current account and sovereign debt deficit may result in additional 

problems. While such a debt might be financed by the American people and the international 

community, political will may prove lacking. In sum, reducing the federal debt will be a real 

challenge, and the blueprint outlined by President Trump could make the situation even worse.  
 

Immigration also figured prominently in President Trump’s message. The tough immigration 

measures he proposed may find support with a large segment of the American society. 

Nevertheless, the President seemed to exaggerate security threats in his congressional message. 

So-called home-grown terrorists and others are more often responsible for shootings and attacks 

than people who have recently arrived in the U.S. In order to justify his immigration proposals, 

the President claimed that immigrants cost “America’s taxpayers many billions a year.” It may be 

true, but second-generation immigrants in fact benefit the U.S. economically.  
 

President Trump claimed that the trade deficit is around $800 billion annually—which is not 

correct, as the actual figure is closer to $500 billion. Even the latter figure is very high, though. 

However, sheer numbers do not tell everything about the state of a country’s economy and its 

international standing. For instance, the much-touted bilateral trade deficit with China and 

Beijing’s ownership of 3 trillion worth of U.S. government bonds have created an 

interdependence between the two countries; that is, it is not only the U.S. that has to take its 

indebtedness to China into account when making decisions in trade, but also China which has to 

be mindful of the potential impacts of a sudden drop in the value of the dollar or serious financial 

difficulties in the U.S. In other words, the U.S. trade imbalance is not a one-sided dependence on 

the creditors. Beyond considerations of trade and economics, U.S.-China relations are part of a 

larger strategic picture, in which security concerns also play a role.  
 

Overall, it seems that President Trump addressed a number of issues which are important in their 

own right. However, what was perhaps missing was a strategic vision of where the U.S. is and 

where it will head over the next four years. Or, better to say, Donald J. Trump did jump to 

conclusions; the problem is that the means to achieve the goals are more than open for 

discussion. Indeed, a more businesslike approach might be in need.  


