




February 27, 2004

Dear Representative:


On Friday President Bush notified Congress of his intent to sign a free trade agreement, known as CAFTA, with five Central American countries—Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua.  The AFL-CIO strongly opposes CAFTA and urges you to vote against the agreement should it come before the Congress.


Nearly ten million Americans are looking for work.  More than 2.6 million manufacturing jobs have been destroyed since President Bush took office.  U.S. firms have plans to ship up to 14 million white-collar jobs overseas within the next ten years—a phenomenon the White House economic advisor calls ‘a good thing.’  The U.S. trade deficit hit a record $489 billion in 2003—an unsustainable burden on our economy, fully five percent of GDP.  By any of these measures, the Bush Administration’s trade and economic policies have completely failed.  Signing and passing CAFTA, as President Bush now wants to do, would only exacerbate this crisis.


Wages and working conditions in Central America are deplorable, with governments and multinational corporations hostile to workers and their interests.  Put simply, CAFTA will not help to create a middle class in Central America—it will widen the gap between the rich and the poor.  CAFTA will not provide U.S. exporters with any real opportunities.  Tariffs may be lowered, as they have been over the past ten years, but no real consumer market will be created.  CAFTA will widen the U.S. trade deficit—every free trade agreement now in force has done just that.  CAFTA is also a step on the road to expanding the failed NAFTA agreement to the entire Western Hemisphere except Cuba.  


Specifically, CAFTA undermines the existing rights of workers in Central America by removing enforceable safeguards under the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) program to ensure countries are ‘taking steps’ to meet internationally-recognized workers’ rights or face possible sanctions.  The CAFTA merely includes language to require countries to enforce their existing labor laws, which Human Rights Watch, the International Labor Organization, and even the U.S. State Department have recognized as being inadequate.  CAFTA does not prevent labor laws from being weakened, and it does not require, as the GSP currently does, that countries ‘take steps’ to comply with the internationally-recognized workers’ rights:  protections against discrimination, child and forced labor, and guarantees for workplace safety and the right to organize.  


A decade of trade liberalization and increased foreign investment in Central America has failed to improve the incomes or rights of workers in the region.  CAFTA would lock into place a set of rules designed to guarantee corporate investment and intellectual property, while merely paying lip service to the rights of workers.  That is why every major, independent trade union in Central America strongly opposes CAFTA.  The AFL-CIO works closely with these unions to improve workers’ rights in Central America and to build solidarity between workforces that multinationals often look to pit against one another.  


A series of fact sheets the AFL-CIO has prepared to inform the debate on CAFTA are available at www.aflcio.org/issuespolitics/globaleconomy/caftamain.cfm.  The fact sheets specifically address the contents of the CAFTA on labor, the status of existing labor protections in Central America, the failure of CAFTA governments to enforce even those weak standards, a rebuttal of United States Trade Representative claims on CAFTA, Central American trade union opposition to CAFTA, and the failure of the Administration’s labor capacity building efforts in the region.


We urge Congress to send a clear message to the Bush Administration and reject CAFTA should it come to a vote.  Thank you for considering the views of the 13 million working families represented by the AFL-CIO.

Sincerely,

Bill Samuel, Director
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