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Amidst the continuing stalemate in the FTAA and WTO negotiations, particularly in 
arriving at common rules to govern international trade in agricultural products, Caribbean 
businessmen and women, as well as public sector officials, are expressing increasing 
concern over the implications of the proposed FTAA (and WTO) agreements for the 
Caribbean.  Caribbean labour ministers and officials at ant ILO meeting of Caribbean 
Ministers of Labour held in the Bahamas on 21 – 23 April 2003, pondered over the 
implications of the hemispheric and global economic integration processes for labour, 
employment, income and rural development in the Caribbean. The officials observed that 
agriculture has long been the mainstay of rural employment, income generation and 
distribution and poverty reduction in most Caribbean countries.  
 
Trade rules which threaten the rural employment and livelihood are likely to have serious 
impacts on efforts to reduce the incidence of rural poverty in Caribbean countries.  The 
case of Dominica, which is reported to have experienced a jump in unemployment from 
15.7 percent to 25 percent in 2002, is noteworthy.  Prior to the ruling of the WTO panel 
on the banana dispute involving the EU on one hand and the US and some Latin 
American countries on the other hand, banana production and exports contributed 
substantially to economic output and agricultural employment in Dominica.  With the 
loss of preferences on the EU market, following the WTO ruling, banana production and 
exports in Dominica witnessed a dramatic decline with an attendant decline in national 
income, employment and exchange earnings.  
 
 Despite the strenuous efforts made by Dominica and other OECS countries to diversify 
their agricultural sector, particularly during the decades of the 80’s and 90’s, (Dominica, 
itself, having been the seat of the Agricultural Diversification Co-coordinating Unit 
(ADCU)) of the OECS, very limited success have been achieved in diversifying the 
agricultural export-mix of OECS countries, and bananas continue to be the main export 
crop of all of these countries, except Grenada whose production declined significantly 
because of the presence of Moko Disease. 
 
There has been open debate in the regional press about the implications of trade 
liberalisation for the agricultural sector of Caribbean countries. There are those who 
argue that trade liberalisation will engender increased competition which would force 
agricultural entrepreneurs to be more efficient in their operations and adopt more 
business-oriented approaches to agricultural investments.  It is also argued that an FTAA 
provides access to a wider market for competitive agricultural products from the region.  
These arguments assume that on the basis of comparative advantage agricultural 
production in Caribbean countries would be limited to a small number which the region is 
best suited to produce and export, notwithstanding the fact that the past diversification 
efforts of the OECS and other CARICOM countries were premised on the same principle, 
with less than encouraging results. 
 
Mere exposure to open competition is unlikely to force competitiveness unto agriculture 
in Caribbean countries.  The agricultural sector has long been beset by a number of 



constraints, both structural and institutional, which inhibit the growth of the sector and 
limit competitiveness.  The small land sizes and limited availability of arable land, 
environmental vulnerability arising from climatic conditions and small population sizes, 
coupled with a chronic lack of infrastructural and institutional support (roads, shipping, 
information, legislation, and standards) contribute to sustained underdevelopment of 
agriculture in the Caribbean.  Yet not all of these factors are inevitable.  Much can be 
done to enhance the environment for agricultural production and exports.  Most certainly 
agri-business entrepreneurs will have to adopt approaches to agricultural activities similar 
to other entrepreneurs.  It would be impossible to sustain agriculture along the lines of 
traditional farming in the Caribbean, although, the commercial family farm may remain 
as a viable unit in the farming structure of Caribbean countries.  Neither the plantation 
system nor state-managed agriculture is to be encouraged.  
 
Agricultural support policies, which have long sustained agriculture in the developed 
countries, remain central to agricultural development in Caribbean countries.  Regional 
trade negotiators should continue their focus on special and differential treatment which 
would grant Caribbean countries the policy space to utilize these measures. Moreover, 
within the context of the CARICOM Single Market and Economy, governments of the 
region should commit to policies which would enhance the growth of a “new agriculture” 
characterized by an orientation towards business practices, environmental sustainability, 
and competitiveness.  To do so, the CSME should allow for increased  focus on policies 
that are conducive to investments in agriculture, including the grant of incentives for 
innovation, research and development, credit arrangements which take into account the 
risks associated to agriculture, marketing development and relevant information systems, 
and appropriate  training in agriculture, business and trade.  


