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working together for social and environmental justice in trade policy

WHAT IS CAFTA?

The Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) is a trade agreement currently being negotiated between the U.S. and
five Central American countries: Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Costa Rica, and Nicaragua. Additionally, the U.S. Trade
Representative has announced that it intends to “add” the Dominican Republic to the agreement after the negotiations are
completed, bringing the total number of countries to six. The full negotiating text of this agreement has yet to be released to
the public despite repeated requests from Congress and civil society.

WHAT WOULD CAFTA DO?
§

THREATEN FAMILY FARMERS AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Agricultural policies in CAFTA would threaten the livelihoods of family farmers and ranchers in Central America and the
United States by favoring agribusiness, keeping commodity prices low and flooding local markets with cheap imports. In
Central America this is particularly dangerous given that such policies threaten a governments’ ability to protect
vulnerable rural populations through tariffs and targeted subsidies on vital foodstuffs such as rice and beans. CAFTA
could also force both the U.S. and Central America to accept biotechnology and genetically modified foods, a move
which threatens to reduce global marketability for U.S. producers and threatens the viability of traditional food strains for
Central American farmers.

§

INCREASE JOB LOSS AND UNDERMINE WORKER RIGHTS
Under NAFTA hundreds of thousands of jobs were lost to “free” trade; a net of 766,000 U.S. jobs have been lost and
approximately 28,000 small Mexican businesses have shut down; these same trends will be mirrored in CAFTA. In
addition, CAFTA contains no core labor protections for workers. This would undermine working standards in all
countries and promote a global “race to the bottom” where workers are pitted against in each other in the search for the
lowest sweatshop wage. In Central America workers are often denied basic rights such as freedom of association, the
right to organize and bargain collectively, the right to refuse forced labor, the right to reject child labor, and freedom
from discrimination. CAFTA stands poised to exacerbate this bleak human rights situation.

§ ERODE ESSENTIAL PUBLIC SERVICES

CAFTA could promote dangerous policy with regards to the liberalization of essential services. Services that help meet
peoples’ right to food, education, health and basic utilities should be exempt from trade rules. Currently, however,
domestic regulations on health, labor, energy, and environmental services could be considered “barriers to trade” under
the CAFTA agreement and open to challenges by multinational corporations. This could undermine much needed public
services in Central America, resulting in prohibitive price increases, reduced access and compromised quality. The loss of
governments’ ability to provide accessible essential services would also severely impact women as they are often primary
care givers and rely heavily on public services.

§

PRESSURE FOR THE FTAA

The CAFTA agreement is a clear way for U.S. trade negotiators to build momentum for a much larger (and equally
flawed) free trade agreement called the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) that would include every country in
Central America, South America, and the Caribbean, except Cuba.

WHAT IS THE STATUS OF THE CAFTA NEGOTIATIONS?
The CAFTA negotiations are ongoing and are to be completed in December of 2003. The seventh of nine negotiating rounds will take
place in Managua, Nicaragua September 15 –19; the eighth round will likely take place in Houston, Texas in October and the final round
is slated to take place in December in Washington, DC.
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