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USA: State of the Union 2016
On 12 January 2016, President Obama delivered his seventh State of the Union Address before a
Congress dominated by Republicans since the 2014 mid-term elections. According to analysts, the
President aimed to shape his legacy and US politics rather than to push legislation, but his optimism
does not fully reflect the sentiment of the American public.

Background to the State of the Union
The State of the Union (SOTU) address by the US President – formerly known as 'the President's Annual
Message to Congress' – is enshrined in the US Constitution (Article II, Section 3, clause 1) which states that
the President 'shall from time to time give to the Congress Information of the State of the Union, and
recommend to their Consideration such Measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient'. The practice
has a long history, throughout which its form – spoken, rather than written – has been developed. In 1913,
Woodrow Wilson was the first in the 20th century to deliver his message in the chamber of the House of
Representatives before a joint session of Congress. Franklin Roosevelt popularised the term 'State of the
Union'; since then, the personal delivery of the address has become a tradition. It is normally delivered in
January, save for exceptions when, for example, presidents have chosen not to give a SOTU address in their
inaugural year or immediately prior to their departure from office. Broadcast to a wide audience, at home
and abroad, the SOTU fulfils three basic functions: (1) it is a report to Congress and citizens on conditions in
the US and globally; (2) it represents a platform for the President to announce his or her legislative agenda
for the following year and gather support for it; and (3) it is an occasion for the President to present his or
her personal vision. Its structure typically consists of a discussion of values, an assessment of information and
issues and finally, policy recommendations for the coming year.
Opposition response
Since 1966, the address is followed immediately by an opposition response which is given by one or more
selected members of the political group not occupying the White House. This response is broadcast
immediately after the SOTU and is substantially shorter – usually lasting around ten minutes.

President Obama's final State of the Union address
President Barack Obama delivered his seventh SOTU address before the 114th Congress, with both
chambers dominated by the Republicans. President Obama's final SOTU was the shortest since he first took
office. He has previously used his address to promote immigration reform, raise the federal minimum wage
and reform campaign financing. This year, the big themes of his address were the economy, climate and
energy, security, and the need for change in US politics.
Economy. Following up on his 2015 SOTU, where President Obama had emphasised that, thanks to his
policies, the US economy had overcome recession, this year he focused on the primacy of the
American economy: 'the United States of America, right now, has the strongest, most durable economy in
the world'. He highlighted job creation and the growing link between employment and technological
advances, through education. In this field he outlined key goals for the coming years, including in pre-
schooling, inclusion of computer science and mathematics in curricula, increasing the teacher-to-student
ratio and cutting the cost of attending college. Moreover, he emphasised the need for a strong private
sector, for regulation of the financial sector and for a 'carrot' policy to reward businesses using best
practices. Finally, he appealed to Congress to approve the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), a key 2016 priority.
Healthcare and medical research. The President credited the Affordable Care Act for slow growth in health
care inflation and praised its results with 'nearly eighteen million [having] gained coverage so far'. He also
highlighted the importance of medical research and innovation in health policy, and in that vein introduced a
new policy initiative towards a cure for cancer, to be led by Vice-President Joe Biden.
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Climate change and energy. President Obama recounted the achievements of his administration in this area,
including the US’s reduction of carbon emissions, increased use of renewable energy sources, the reduction
of oil imports and the achievement of the Paris Agreement. He called for a transition from dirty to clean
energy, sped up by tax incentives.
Foreign policy and security: The President stressed US primacy and leadership, recalling that, 'people of the
world do not look to Beijing or Moscow to lead', linking it to US military spending, the world's highest. He
referred to failing states, states in transition and the need to reform the international system as key challenges.
He highlighted his administration's successes in achieving a deal with Iran, capturing terrorist leaders,
normalising relations with Cuba, and contributing to the peace process in Colombia. He urged Congress to lift
the embargo on Cuba, and to authorise military action against ISIL/Da'esh. He came out in favour of a 'smart
power' strategy, combining wise use of military power with leadership through example-setting, referring to
his efforts to shut Guantanamo. Mention of Europe was noticeably absent from the address.
Domestic politics. The President expressed disappointment with the state of US politics, referring to the lack
of trust, the growing divide among parties and the rise of populist tensions ahead of the coming elections.
He urged the American people not to succumb to populist trappings, 'promising to restore past glory'.
The opposition response
The Republican response was made by Governor Nikki Haley of South Carolina. It focused on the economy,
on wage inequality, less affordable healthcare and the threat of terrorism as issues that the President had
underplayed in his address, and which have not been dealt with successfully throughout his mandate. It also
addressed concerns of rising populism and growing distrust within the Republican Party, and its
responsibility to fight them. The Governor outlined some of the party's main goals, including fixing the
immigration system, lowering taxation, strengthening the military and engaging in international agreements
with traditional allies ('that were celebrated in Israel and protested in Iran, not the other way around'). The
response followed a standard structure of identifying failings of the administration and presenting the
opposition's agenda. The second response, in Spanish was by US Representative Mario Diaz-Balart.

Reactions
Reactions and analysis from inside and outside the US concur that President Obama's address aimed to
frame the debate for the future more than to push legislation forward, and that it was rich in ideational
concepts and rhetoric. According to one Bloomberg analysis, he spoke in 'almost philosophical terms'.
Predictions that the President's address would be linked to the upcoming election were mostly confirmed.
While some Presidents choose not to give a SOTU address the year before they leave office, Obama's choice
to do so is seen as an intention to continue shaping politics in the future. While the President's speech
exuded optimism, think-tanks reflected on a number of his points with caution. Obama painted a picture of
the USA being on a positive course on all fronts, however according to Brookings, in recent surveys about
two thirds of Americans think the country is on the wrong track, with slow growth and stagnant household
incomes leading to pessimistic expectations for the future. Several voices expressed concern over the way in
which Obama downplayed the terrorist threat inside the country, echoing the Republican response. The use
of numerical data in some of the factual claims made by the President was questioned, for example on
job creation, deficit reduction, healthcare inflation and increases in military spending. On climate, while the
overall assessment was positive, the statement that the US has 'cut carbon pollution more than any other
country' overlooked the fact that this is true in absolute terms but not in terms of percentage reduction.
Outward looking
This year's address was very low in the number of direct requests of Congress. These were limited to
(1) more funding for combating malaria; (2) legal authorisation for use of military action against ISIL/Da'esh;
(3) ending the embargo against Cuba; and (4) approval of TPP. All are directly or indirectly foreign policy or
global issues. It should be noted that SOTU addresses tackling foreign policy are more likely to leave a
significant legacy; James Monroe's promulgation of the Monroe Doctrine in 1823, and George W. Bush's
warning of the 'Axis of Evil' in his 2002 address are cases in point. It has also been argued that the SOTU can
be used more successfully to reshape public opinion about foreign policy than other areas.

Since 2010, the European Parliament holds an annual State of the Union debate in the September plenary session,
in which the President of the European Commission takes stock of the current year and looks at future priorities.
The EU State of the Union address is largely modelled on the US President's annual address to Congress.
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