
THIS MONTH IN THE NEGOTIATIONS – February 1 
 

The future of agriculture is at risk! Or at least that is the conclusion when we read about the international trade 
negotiations concerning agriculture. We also hear that in all these trade talks, agriculture is referred to as the 
“deal maker or breaker”! This appears, however, to be the only arena where agriculture wields any power, 
especially in the Caribbean where agriculture has devalued badly, giving way to the new favorite - tourism. 
How much of the crisis in agriculture was caused by trade liberalization? How will the current negotiations 
involving agriculture worsen or improve the situation? The answers to these and more questions concern us 
all as our CARICOM negotiators go full steam ahead with the three major international trade negotiations that 
we are simultaneously engaged in, specifically, multilateral negotiations within the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO), hemispheric negotiations leading to the creation of a Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) and 
bilateral negotiations between Caribbean Countries and the European Union, (EU).  
 
The current negotiations in the WTO are the result of declaration in November 2001 in Doha, Quatar, by 
Ministers of Trade of WTO member countries, to negotiate the reduction of measures that restrict global trade.  
This declaration is referred to as the Doha Development Agenda (DDA), which reflects the importance of 
ensuring that the negotiations take full consideration of the interests of developing countries. Agriculture is a 
key area of interest to developing countries like CARICOM and the DDA proposed that WTO Members work 
towards substantial improvements in the access which countries grant to the goods coming from the markets 
of each other, reduce the level of subsidies which governments grant in favour of their agricultural producers, 
including subsidies granted to promote the exports of agricultural products.  
 
Two years have passed since the negotiations began, and already the deadline date for completing these 
negotiations – 2005 – appears to be in jeopardy.  This is because members failed to meet a critical middle-of-
the-road deadline on 31 March 2003, which would have defined the framework for rules and regulations 
within a new Agreement on Agriculture. The draft framework, or as the negotiators say, ‘modalities’ presented 
by the Chairman of the WTO Committee that negotiates on agriculture was rejected by both developed and 
developing members.  The Conference of WTO Trade Ministers held in Cancun, Mexico in September 2003 to 
review progress in the negotiations, including the proposed modalities for the agriculture negotiations, was 
considered another dismal failure as Trade Ministers could not agree on the specifics of the rules to guide 
further negotiations in agriculture and some other areas. Another meeting on 15 December, 2003, this time at 
the highest level in the WTO - the General Council – again failed to agree on common ground for resuming the 
negotiations. At the end of 2003, the WTO agriculture negotiations were in as much crisis as the subject of its 
negotiations – the agriculture sector! 
 
Why is there a crisis in the agriculture negotiations? One major source of conflict is the continued provision of 
significant agricultural subsides in developed countries, such as the US and the EU, and their apparent lack of 
commitment to reduce these in any substantial manner to the benefit of developing countries. Developing 
countries, in general and the G20+, a group of developing countries headed by Brazil, China and India, in 
particular, continue to demand that developed countries eliminate their use of export subsidies and domestic 
support to agriculture, as these substantially erode the competitiveness of their agricultural exports. 
Developed countries continue to resist these demands.  
 
In spite of their differences, both developed and developing countries remain committed to resuming the 
negotiations which are expected to regain momentum by March 2004. 
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Although they are two independent negotiations, operating at two different levels, lack of progress in the 
WTO negotiations has seriously stalled the FTAA negotiations on agriculture. Agreement to create an FTAA 
was reached since 1994, but the negotiations through which the FTAA will actually be created started after a 
Ministerial Meeting in Quebec City, Canada in 2001. The FTAA negotiations aim to create a free trade area 
among 34 independent countries of the Americas, specifically 14 CARICOM countries, 18 countries of Latin 
American, the US and Canada. Cuba, a non-democratic state, is not included. Members of a free trade area 
agree to remove barriers or restrictions on goods and services traded with each other, except for those that 
relate to health and safety issues or specially regulated goods, such as, firearms, ammunition, and hazardous 
substances.  
 
In agriculture, the FTAA negotiations seek the elimination of import duties and trade-restricting non-tariff 
measures, elimination of export subsidies and will impose rules and limits on the use of other supports 
provided by governments to their agricultural producers. The negotiations also want to ensure that measures 
that protect human, plant and animal health are not used to deliberately restrict trade in agricultural and food 
products. The goal is to reduce the level of government interference substantially more than what is proposed 
at the level of the WTO negotiations.  For this reason the FTAA is sometimes described as being ‘WTO-plus’.   
 
Since the FTAA takes its cue from the WTO negotiations, it is to be expected that not much progress has been 
achieved at the FTAA negotiations on agriculture. The FTAA negotiating parties also disagree on the scope of 
the FTAA negotiations itself, that is whether it should negotiate on all areas including agriculture, or a few 
areas, with the possibility of excluding agriculture altogether, from these negotiations.  Again, another major 
sticking point is the refusal of some countries, notably the US and Canada, to negotiate disciplines on subsidies 
at the hemispheric level. They argue that negotiations that would affect their ability to support their farmers 
and exporters should be left for the global (WTO) level. Other countries, notably Brazil insist that the FTAA 
negotiations must include disciplines on subsidies.  Brazil, a powerful Latin American player, threatens to 
exclude negotiations on Intellectual Property and Investments if the US and Canada continues to resist 
negotiation on subsidies.  Some key FTAA negotiating parties are therefore reluctant to commit themselves 
within the FTAA until there are clear indications of the reforms which would be undertaken globally through 
the WTO negotiations. 
 
After a series of discussions and the conclusion of the 8th meeting of the FTAA Ministers of Trade in Miami last 
November, members arrived at a compromise. They agreed to a two-tier approach: (1) where a core set of 
issues would be negotiated among all FTAA countries; and (2) second set of issues would be negotiated at the 
plurilaterlal level, meaning only those countries which had an interest to do so would negotiate on these 
issues.  However, parties continue to disagree as efforts to determine that minimal set of issues for the core 
negotiations, at a meeting of the TNC held in Mexico in February 2004 failed to yield any substantial result. 
While FTAA countries express a desire to complete the negotiations on schedule in 2005, like its larger 
counterpart the WTO, this deadline too, seems unlikely.  
 
Next month’s article will briefly introduce the bilateral negotiations between Caribbean Countries and the 
European Union and review the more recent developments in the WTO and FTAA negotiations on agriculture. 
Readers can email their questions, comments, perspectives or requests to caba@iicacarc.org.  


