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Outrage in El Salvador after Assembly Ratifies CAFTA

The Parliament of El Salvador became the first country to ratify the Dominican Republic-Central America Free Trade Agreement today, with a partisan vote of 49 to 34. The vote followed nine-hours of intense debate with the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) arguing that CAFTA constitutes an international treaty and therefore required a 2/3 majority.  The ruling ARENA party disagreed, and used their influence in the assembly to ram the agreement through.

While CAFTA has been pitched as the next step in the process of democratization in Central America by its business and governmental endorsers, it would be hard to convince the people of El Salvador of that.  Indeed, as soon as the vote was announced people blocked the street in front of the National Assembly in protest, only to be dispersed by riot police.

Ricardo Cornejo, representative of the religious sector to the Popular Social Bloc, said, “This free trade agreement that they just approved is going to make poverty even worse in our country.  We are here in the streets demanding that President Saca and his ARENA government stop violating the constitutional rights of our people.  In El Salvador our people already lack education and employment, and now they’re imposing this agreement which will only make these problems even worse.”

Guadalupe Erazo, peasant representative on the Popular Social Bloc also said, “Today we, the Popular Social Bloc, are here occupying the streets of San Salvador to show our rejection of CAFTA, an agreement which has been imposed upon us by ARENA and PCN in the service of U.S. interests.  They’ve passed this agreement in the middle of the night, behind the backs of the people, but we will hold our government responsible for the devastating effects this agreement will have on the people of El Salvador.”

“As members of social organizations, we are here protesting because we are left with no other option for expressing our rejection and disgust at this immense injustice, this incredible imposition on the Salvadoran people.”

"We will continue working in solidarity with the movements in Central America to ensure that CAFTA does not get passed in the US Congress by such underhanded means," said Burke Stansbury, Program Director for the Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador - CISPES.  "The vote in El Salvador shows the immense lack of democracy and transparency in the process, and gives us even more reason to oppose CAFTA in the US."
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