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Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA)
Although I generally support trade liberalization because it contributes to overall economic growth for the countries involved, there is no doubt that the benefits are not always equally distributed.  The Triangle region, for instance, is highly dependent on exports for growth, while many other areas of our state are extremely vulnerable to imports of manufactured goods.  

The CAFTA agreement was finalized by the negotiating parties in late 2003.  Although I have come to no firm conclusions about CAFTA, I remain concerned that the Bush Administration did not take enough steps to ensure that the agreement would move the Central American countries forward in the area of labor law enforcement or that it would provide sufficient opportunities for farmers in that region.  The low labor standards of our trading partners put workers in the United States at an unfair disadvantage and can also lead to the exploitation of workers in those other countries.  

To this end, in October 2004, I joined several other members of Congress in signing a letter to President Bush expressing our concerns about the tentative CAFTA agreement that his administration negotiated.  Our letter urged the president to work with Congress to substantially revise and renegotiate CAFTA.  We cited our specific concerns that any CAFTA endorsed by the U.S. should create new opportunities for workers, businesses, and farmers, it should help reduce poverty in Central America, it should encourage participating nations to pass labor laws meeting the standards designated by the International Labor Organization, and it should ensure access to healthcare and lifesaving medications.

Due in part to the controversy surrounding CAFTA, it is unclear when the Republican leadership might bring the CAFTA agreement to the House floor for a vote.  There are rumors that it may be early in the year; although I am not sure there are enough votes to pass it.  The leadership will likely hold off on bringing the agreement to the floor until they are certain that it will pass.  In the interim, Democrats and Republicans who are wary of provisions in CAFTA will have the opportunity to press for better employment law and environmental language for the agreement.  I will continue to carefully evaluate the details of the agreement as it moves forward.
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