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Central American Free Trade Agreement  & Women

	The Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) will repeat the mistakes of past trade agreements, increasing the hardships of poor women throughout the hemisphere. Educate yourselves & others. Encourage your members of Congress to vote NO on CAFTA.


Why Concentrate on the Impacts of Trade on Poor Women?
According to the United Nations, women constitute more than 70 percent of the world’s poorest citizens. Women are more likely to be poor because of discrimination, which limits their access to education, technological training, credit, and land. Women may not be hired for many jobs for which they qualify since they are wrongly considered “secondary” wage earners, people who earn extra money but are not the primary “bread winners”. 

The situation is especially bad for rural women in Central America, where studies by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) show that women head 29-48% of rural households. These rural women spend 29% more time working than men in the region, but their salaries continue to be as much as 50% less.

Make Trade Work for Women

The Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) has the potential to harm women.  The agreement will include the U.S., Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica and more recently the Dominican Republic. CAFTA will be largely based on the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and ongoing negotiations in the World Trade Organization (WTO), as well as the recently completed U.S.-Chile agreement.

Negotiations on CAFTA began in January 2003 and ended in December 2003. Because of Fast Track trade legislation, Congress will only have 90 days to debate CAFTA when it is introduced and cannot amend the bill; it must either vote for or against CAFTA, without making any changes.

CAFTA Won’t Work for Women
As mentioned; the agreement is largely based on the NAFTA model between the U.S., Canada and Mexico, Mexico being the only developing nation in the agreement. In the ten years since the implementation of NAFTA poverty increased by 50 percent for women-headed households in Mexico. Also, the amount basic goods (food, clothing, health, education and housing) that Mexicans could afford to buy dropped by 50 percent between 1990 and 2000, further exacerbating women’s poverty.

These types of effects, if extended through CAFTA to Central America, could have devastating effects on the poor in the region. According to FAO, 1.3 million people in the Central American region currently live in such severe poverty that they face starvation. These people cannot afford to be made poorer by a trade agreement that ignores them.

Complications of CAFTA
Because the trade negotiations are closed to the public, the actual text of CAFTA is not available for review. It is known however that the agreement will include sections on agriculture, services (such as health care and education), intellectual property rights (copyrights and patents), and government procurement (where the government buys its goods and services). To illustrate the potential negative consequences for women, it’s helpful to look at two of the more controversial sections in CAFTA.

Agriculture
The agricultural provisions in CAFTA are a contentious part of the negotiations. The agreement will promote growing crops for export and profit rather than foods for local use, and may make imported food cheaper than locally grown food. These types of policies in NAFTA caused 1.3 million agricultural jobs to be lost in Mexico. If extended to CAFTA, these policies will harm small farmers in Central America, but especially women, who tend to be the smallest and poorest farmers. Some of the Central American countries are concerned about these consequences, and are asking for the ability to protect basic crops such as beans and corn from a flood of cheap imports, but the U.S. has said it will not sign an agreement that includes protections for those groups.

Intellectual Property Rights
The intellectual property rights (IPR) section, which deals with copyright and patent issues, threatens to keep indigenous communities from protecting their traditional knowledge. This section will allow pharmaceutical companies and other industries to patent the plants that indigenous groups have used for centuries for medicinal purposes. Those communities would not receive any profits if their knowledge is used by corporations. Corporations could also patent indigenous designs used on ceramics, woven items, and other crafts, without compensating the indigenous communities. These patents would extend for 25 years—5 years longer than similar patents already negotiated by the WTO. Already, cheaply made imitation baskets from China have harmed the livelihoods of 20,000 Taharumara Indians in Mexico, mostly women artisans. Before trade can truly help poor women lift themselves out of poverty, trade negotiators need to understand how the agreements they sign will affect areas where the poor are concentrated, like small farming and crafts-making.

Take Action

You can do something about this dubious policy. Call your member of Congress and ask them to vote NO on CAFTA. Visit the Witness for Peace web site for talking points on trade and information about trade focused speaking tours in your local area. Witness for Peace also offers the opportunity to personally engage with people directly affected by negative trade policies in Mexico, Nicaragua, Cuba and Colombia. Visit our web site or contact the DC office for a listing of current international delegations. 

This resource adapted from Women’s Edge Coalition CAFTA Facts Sheet, www.womensedge.org
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