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Trade Agreements and Prosperity:  
Are We Overselling the Link?
Laura Ritchie Dawson

In a March 2008 speech in Ottawa, Canadian Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Maxime Bernier noted that a core objective of Canada’s engagement in the 
Americas is to enhance prosperity in the hemisphere. The minister noted 

that Canada’s free trade agreements with United States, Mexico, and Chile has 
been “key to improving the lives of citizens” because they “have deepened en-
gagement with our partners well beyond the economic agenda.” However, the 
minister also noted that “[f]ree trade alone… is not enough to ensure our mutual 
prosperity.” He identified a number of other necessary conditions, including at-
tention to corporate social responsibility, research and development, investment, 
labour markets and natural resource management.

Despite this balanced message that free trade agreements can help to increase 
prosperity but do not guarantee it, it is also the case that the FTA initiatives con-
tinue to be a favourite instrument of many governments when an “announceable” 
is required for a priority state or region.  Why?  First, because an FTA is a tangible 
policy instrument. We are much less certain about what constitutes “attention” 
to labour markets or natural resource management. Second, the agreements are 
highly technical, so it is difficult for the public – sometimes even the negotiators 
– to assess whether a good agreement has been struck. Third, despite the public’s 
limited knowledge of the technical aspects of an FTA, they do expect that nego-
tiations will be protracted affairs that can drag on for years – even decades – situ-
ating the results well beyond the responsibility of the current government.

What can be achieved by trade agreements? In the post-war decades, trade 

Criticism Against 
Alberta’s Foreign 
Temporary Workers
Alberta’s Employment 
and Immigration Division 
received 800 complaints 
from temporary foreign 
workers over the past three 
and a half months, accord-
ing to recent media reports. 
Public officials revealed 
that the majority of com-
plaints concerned perceived 
unfair wage deductions, 
fees charged by recruitment 
agencies or employers, and 
housing issues.  Although 
at least 85 work sites have 
been visited by officials to 
make sure employment, 
health and safety standards 
are being met, the province 
has yet to lay any charges. 
The province did however 
recently announce $700,000 
to inform foreign workers 
of their rights under Alber-
ta labour and safety laws. 

(Continued on page 3)
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Note from the Editor

They are calling it the “new face of hunger” — the 
sharply rising food prices that have made sta-
ples unaffordable in many regions of the world. 

But it could also be called the new face of inequality. 
Rising food prices, after all, are great news for Canadi-
an farmers, who have seen wheat nearly triple in value 
since mid-2006. Corn, soy and numerous other crops 
have also skyrocketed in price, and many farmers and 
manufacturers are reaping the benefits.

On the other side of this story, poor populations 
throughout the world, accustomed to cheap food, can 
no longer afford basic commodities. Food riots have 
broken out in Europe, Latin America, Africa and Asia. 
Countries such as Egypt, India, Vietnam and Cambo-
dia have slashed rice exports in order to conserve sup-
plies for their own citizens. But rice is a staple food in 
over half the world – including Latin America and the 
Caribbean – and the shortage is having immediate and 
painful effects. Even the World Food Programme is 
feeling the sting and may need to reduce certain feed-
ing programs, which will exacerbate the crisis for so 
many who rely on this aid to survive.

The rapid price increases are largely driven by the 
emerging wealth in China and India, where energy 
consumption is increasing and predominantly vegetar-
ian societies have shifted to eating more meat prod-
ucts. In China alone, per-capita meat consumption has 
risen 150 per cent since the 1980s. But meat is a very 
inefficient way to feed the planet — you can feed many 
more people on grain directly than you can on grain-
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fed animals. Other causes for high prices include rising 
energy costs, increased demand for corn-based ethanol 
and other bio-fuels, and Australia’s lengthy drought. As 
more grains get diverted to producing fuel and feeding 
livestock, there is less and less for human consump-
tion. 

So what does this mean for Latin American and Ca-
ribbean populations? For some, especially in Argentina 
and Brazil, it could mean increased wealth. Corn, soy 
and sugarcane are grown widely throughout the Ameri-
cas, and farmers of these products will likely benefit 
from the world’s supply shortage. For others, especially 
in the Caribbean islands that import the vast major-
ity of their foodstuffs, the high prices mean that poor 
people will spend increasingly larger portions of their 
income on food. With less disposable income to spend 
on other items and services, there may well be serious 
effects on the wider economies of these countries and 
those that export to them. Decades of food aid from 
Canada and other heavily subsidized wheat-producing 
countries have also altered traditional diets. Many pop-
ulations have become accustomed to non-native wheat 
products through massive surplus dumps, but they do 
not (or cannot) grow wheat themselves. Now, their daily 
bread is unaffordable.

So the rich get richer as the poor go hungry? It is 
not a new story, but it is a new version. As Inés Bustillo 
mentions in this edition of FOCALPoint, it has taken 
Latin America 25 years to reduce poverty to 1980 levels. 
With landowners and large-scale farmers in the region 
getting wealthier, overall poverty might continue to de-
cline. But inequality gaps will widen once again if the 
poor cannot afford food and farmers turn to more prof-
itable export markets.

We chose to focus this month’s FOCALPoint on issues 
of poverty and inequality, which the food crisis clearly 
illustrates, and several of the articles discuss both the 
potential and the pitfalls of using trade as a develop-
ment tool. Access to free markets can certainly benefit 
many people, but the rapidly increasing food prices as-
sociated with those markets is also hurting millions of 
the world’s poorest citizens. How do we reconcile the 
two? If we do not seek a balance between social assis-
tance, government intervention, and free market enter-
prise, the poor will once again be locked out as food 
becomes a luxury only the wealthy can afford. 

Rachel Schmidt
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Trade and Prosperity (continued from page 1)

pacity building to help small Carib-
bean firms take advantage of Cana-
dian market access.

Initiating a trade agreement, 
however, is not nearly as difficult as 
completing one. Agreement comple-
tion requires that commercial en-
terprises that have identified future 
benefits from a prospective agree-
ment energetically and persistently 
articulate these interests to govern-

ments. When governments only 
hear from those who are unhappy 
about an agreement, negotiations 
become consigned to the purgato-
ry now occupied by the FTAA, the 
Canada-CA4 agreement and per-
haps the Doha Development Round 
as well.

With CARICOM claiming only 
0.02 per cent of Canadian goods ex-
ports, the commercial argument for 
a trade agreement is very difficult to 
make. Similarly with the demands 

negotiations were mostly focused 
on tariffs and other border measures 
that impeded the passage of a good 
from a willing buyer to a willing 
seller.  Now, the era of “easy” trade 
negotiations is over. The issues have 
become much more complex and 
much less consistent with the prin-
ciples of distributive bargaining. 

What is left in the hands of mod-
ern trade negotiators are the most 
politically sensitive issues, 
such as agricultural subsidies, 
and the most complex, such as 
investment, services and in-
tellectual property.  Further-
more, in an integrated global 
economy, measures behind 
the border are just as impor-
tant as the regulations applied 
at the frontier. The new trade 
agenda demands attention to 
building knowledge resourc-
es, infrastructure, competi-
tiveness and transparency.

How much headway can 
trade negotiators make on 
these issues? They are dif-
ficult enough when negoti-
ated between countries of 
similar levels of development.  
In Canada’s proposed agree-
ments with countries in the 
hemisphere, such as CARICOM, 
there is also a development dividend 
implicit in the negotiations. 

A paper by Ramesh Chaitoo and 
Ann Weston (forthcoming in the 
journal Canadian Foreign Policy) 
sets out an ambitious development 
agenda for the prospective agree-
ment. It includes enhanced labour 
market access for temporary work-
ers, reduced barriers to professional 
certification, and expanded oppor-
tunities in services that include ca-

of the Caribbean negotiations focus-
ing as much on commercial capacity 
building as on market opening, the 
prospective negotiations will have 
to include a serious role for CIDA 
on the development side, as well as 
with government departments with 
specialized expertise in infrastruc-
ture, research and development, 
legal reform, and labour market ac-
cess, among others. 

It is not likely that the sorts of 
capacity building commitments re-

quired by CARICOM can (or 
should) be scheduled into a 
trade agreement. However, an 
alternative proposal is that the 
parties pursue a modest FTA 
that covers such trade issues 
as conversion of non-recipro-
cal preferences and treatment 
of investment, but link this to 
a side agreement containing 
a fixed-term plan for com-
mercial capacity building and 
support. 

A trade agreement that 
takes on the weight of too 
many other issues (e.g., devel-
opment, environment, labour) 
becomes unworkable, but this 
doesn’t mean the other issues 
should be ignored. Rather, we 
need to create a framework for 
trade and development that is 

serious enough to ensure compli-
ance, but flexible enough to adapt 
to changing needs and priorities. 
Canada’s commitment to prosperity 
in the hemisphere demands that we 
re-configure our approach to trade 
and development.  

Laura Ritchie Dawson is a Senior As-
sociate at the Centre for Trade Policy 
and Law at Carleton University, Ot-
tawa. She can be reached at ldaw-
son@ccs.carleton.ca.

A trade agreement 
that takes on the 

weight of too many 
other issues becomes 
unworkable, but this 

doesn’t mean the 
other issues should be 

ignored.
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first target when only 68 per cent 
of the time period allotted for that 
achievement has passed.  

These advances in the fight 
against poverty are the result of sus-
tained per capita GDP growth regis-
tered between 2003 and 2007 (more 
than three per cent per annum). 
This growth has allowed most coun-
tries to reduce unemployment and 
levels of poverty and indigence, and 
has brought improvements in in-
come distribution to others. Social 
policies and programs implemented 
over recent years have also played a 
role. 

Despite the positive regional 
forecast, however, differences be-
tween countries are significant. Of 
the 17 countries for which informa-
tion exists, only four (Brazil, Chile, 

New Crises in Haiti
This past week in Haiti witnessed a shooting on the floor of Parliament, a “chimere” type rally outside of 
Parliament to prevent a non-confidence vote against the Prime Minister, and the fleeing across the border of 
the Vice President of the Senate. The shooting occurred when MP Ysidor Joseph Mercier of the Rassemble-
ment des démocrates nationaux progressistes (RDNP) party brandished a gun after a deputy accused him of 
participating in a scheme to overcharge for tires on his official car. Deputies receive an allowance for 5 tires 
per session, but some opposition deputies had been accused of charging for over 80 tires. The scheme was 
discovered as part of a larger review of the Parliament. 
Perhaps more troubling were the attacks against Senator Rudolph Bulous (of the Fusion party) who had been 
elevated to the post of Vice President of the Senate by his colleagues only a few weeks ago. Senator Boulos 
has been charged with the crime of having a U.S. passport and therefore being unqualified to sit in the Sen-
ate. The attack sends a troubling message to the Haitian diaspora, which is largely responsible for keeping 
the country afloat through the over US$1 billion in remittances each year. It is also troubling to the private 
sector in Haiti and to foreign investors that this jockeying for political power is clouding other consider-
ations. Guns in Parliament, bloated civil services, misuse of donor money and the removal of one of the most 
qualified senators in Haiti are all worrying signs. Any reaction by donors, however, might fuel a nationalist 
backlash and make matters even worse. 

The Fight against Poverty in Latin America

Inés Bustillo

Fifteen million people in Latin 
America escaped from pov-
erty in 2006 and 10 million 

people classified as indigent ceased 
to be so, according to the most re-
cent estimates by the UN Economic 
Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean (ECLAC).   With this, 
the number of poor people stands at 
36 per cent of Latin America’s popu-
lation (194 million people), with 
13.4 per cent (71 million) in extreme 
poverty.  

These figures, which are the 
lowest in 25 years, suggest that for 
the first time since 1990, the total 
number of people living in poverty 
dropped below 200 million. Pro-
jected per capita GDP growth for 
Latin America in 2007 would allow 
further progress, as the number of 

people living in poverty and in in-
digence will likely lower to 190 mil-
lion and 69 million, respectively.  
This advance, however, should not 
obscure the fact that poverty levels 
remain very high. It has, after all, 
taken 25 years to reduce poverty 
back to 1980 levels. 

Encouragingly, the region as a 
whole is on track to meet the first 
target established by the UN Mil-
lennium Development Goals of 
halving the 1990 extreme poverty 
rate by 2015, as the ECLAC Social 
Panorama 2007 report indicates. 
Latin America’s projected extreme 
poverty rate for 2007 (12.7 per cent) 
is 9.8 percentage points below the 
1990 figure (22.5 per cent). With 
this, Latin America is already 87 per 
cent of the way towards meeting the 
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a decade of steadily rising unem-
ployment (from 1990 to 2002, the 
average weighted urban unemploy-
ment rate rose from 6.2 per cent to 
10.7 per cent), sustained economic 
growth has led to a gradual im-
provement in labour markets, with 
higher job creation and declines in 
the unemployment rate. Increased 

employment from greater growth 
and from a decrease in the ratio of 
dependents to job-holders (the so 
called “demographic bonus”) has 
led to lower poverty.  

Also, poverty reduction pro-
grams, pensions, and remittances 
from abroad have contributed to 

Ecuador and Mexico) have reached 
the target already, while five (Co-
lombia, El Salvador, Panama, Peru, 
and Venezuela) are on track toward 
reaching it. Eight countries (Argen-
tina, Bolivia, Costa Rica, Guatema-
la, Honduras, Nicaragua, Paraguay, 
and Uruguay) are still behind to dif-
fering degrees.  

In addition, overall 
poverty reduction in 
the region has been 
accompanied by im-
provements in the dis-
tribution of income in 
several countries. The 
Gini coefficient (the 
most widely used in-
equality indicator) fell 
in Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile and Venezu-
ela between 2002 and 
2006. 

Yet this significant, 
albeit fragile, progress 
should not eclipse the 
fact that Latin America 
continues to be highly 
inequitable.  Inequal-
ity of income, for ex-
ample, is matched by a 
highly unequal distri-
bution of productive 
assets, mainly land, 
capital, education, and 
technology. Better ac-
cess to these assets 
is essential for both 
growth and equity.  

One particularly 
important aspect of challenging both 
poverty and inequality has been la-
bour market performance: countries 
where poverty has decreased the 
most show highly dynamic labour 
markets with increases in employ-
ment being bolstered by increases 
in labour income. After more than 

Despite considerable 
advances in reducing 

extreme poverty, the level 
and structure of public 

social spending falls short 
of meeting the social 

needs of the vulnerable 
population. 

improved per capita income among 
the region’s poorest households.  In 
this regard, the role of public so-
cial spending in poverty reduction 
needs to be highlighted. Public so-
cial expenditure as a percentage of 
GDP has tended to converge at 16 
per cent of GDP since 2002, increas-
ing by 50 per cent since 1990 in per 

capita terms.  Signifi-
cant differences, how-
ever, persist among 
countries, for the most 
part due to diverse 
levels of economic de-
velopment. Moreover, 
despite considerable 
advances in reducing 
extreme poverty, the 
level and structure of 
public social spending 
falls short of meeting 
the social needs of the 
vulnerable population. 

As ECLAC’ s report 
notes, the institution-
ality that underlies the 
level and structure of 
public social expendi-
ture — and that condi-
tions the impact of so-
cial policy on poverty 
and inequality — still 
leaves much to be de-
sired. 

While expenditure 
has increased well-be-
ing among the poor-
est and has made a 
significant impact on 

inequality, its levels are too limited 
to counteract inequities that are the 
product of primary incomes. 

At the same time, increases of 
recent years have given priority to 
the area of social security, where the 
distributive impact is less. Increases 
in education, health and social as-
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In the ongoing debate about the 
impact of trade on develop-
ment, clearly there are many is-

sues that still need to be explored. 
For example, is it increased trade 
or increased invest-
ment that is the key 
benefit from trade 
deals? Is it realistic 
to assume that pov-
erty reduction can 
be assisted by in-
creased trade? Do 
traditional trade 
deals encompass 
enough aspects to 
have an impact on 
development, or 
should we be look-
ing at a broader 
paradigm of eco-
nomic partnership? 
And finally, what is 
the role of trade re-
lated technical as-
sistance and capac-
ity building? 

These are but a 
few issues that require further inves-
tigation. One thing, however, is cer-
tain. Negotiating trade deals has be-
come more difficult, and so has im-
plementing them. The days of reduc-
ing tariffs are over and, increasingly, 
technical barriers to trade (TBT), 
and related issues such as sanitary 
and phyto-sanitary measures (SPS) 
demand significant attention. If de-
veloping countries have any hope 
of accruing the potential benefits of 

new trade agreements, they need to 
be able to secure existing markets 
and take advantage of new oppor-
tunities. Effective standards and im-
proved quality are key components 

of achieving inter-
national competi-
tiveness.

Within the 
world of sanitary 
and phyto-sanitary 
measures, business 
facilitation mea-
sures, metrology 
and quality stan-
dards, the amount 
of institutional ca-
pacity and infra-
structure required 
to facilitate trade is 
astounding.  Signif-
icant technical and 
scientific organiza-
tions — national 
and regional labo-
ratories for exam-
ple — are essential.  
But it is not enough 

to have a laboratory in place. These 
labs need to be accredited to cover 
the specific tests for that laboratory. 
It is likely daunting for a middle-
income country to establish these 
platforms, all of which are required 
to be at international standards or 
higher. It must be truly frightening, 
then, for a least developed country.

But this is what is required in to-
day’s world, and it is not getting any 
easier. As one example, a term often 

Trade Related Technical Assistance and 
the New Trade Policy Agenda
Brian McKay

sistance, where distributive impacts 
are greater, have been relatively less 
important. Also, many countries 
must undertake additional efforts to 
reverse the pro-cyclical behaviour 
of public social expenditure in order 
to maintain a stable system of social 
protection for their most vulnerable 
populations.  

As Latin America’s recent expe-
rience shows, sustained economic 
growth is necessary for poverty re-
duction, especially when it trans-
lates into more and better jobs for 
the poor. However, growth alone 
cannot overcome the range of fac-
tors that drive the intergenerational 
reproduction of poverty. This calls 
for the active participation of the 
State through the implementation of 
social programs and policies, as well 
as labour market policies geared to-
ward poverty reduction. 

Moreover, the proper manage-
ment of social policies — such as 
making expenditures countercycli-
cal as well as increasing their pro-
gressivity, and   improving public 
finances — through changes in the 
level and composition of the tax 
burden are crucial to sustain pov-
erty reduction programs. 

In this context, progress in the 
fight against poverty and inequality 
demands a comprehensive policy 
framework that combines univer-
sal and compensatory protection 
networks, with an economic policy 
design that explicitly incorporates 
social objectives. 

Inés Bustillo is the Washington Office 
Director of the  UN Economic Com-
mission for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (ECLAC).

The days 
of reducing 

tariffs are over. 
Technical 
barriers to 
trade and 

related issues 
now demand 

significant 
attention.
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viding a carefully planned sequence 
of activities to achieve this goal, and 
it is a tremendous amount of, in 
some cases, highly technical infor-
mation. 

Fortunately, Costa Rica has a 
solid organization staffed with well-
qualified professionals, and a sound 
legislative framework, which pro-
vides fertile ground for the assis-

tance to produce results. Many oth-
er countries do not have these basic 
elements in place.

So what is the role of technical 
assistance and capacity building? 
Given the increasing complexity of 
the world trading system, largely as 
a result of non-tariff barriers, there 
has been an explicit recognition by 
multilateral institutions such as the 
WTO that technical assistance and 
capacity building have a critical role 
to play. The statement that trade 
must be mainstreamed into national 
development agendas if countries 

used these days is “National Quality 
Infrastructure.” This term describes 
quality as the result of the integra-
tion and coordination of a series of 
activities in several interrelated sub-
jects: metrology, standardization, 
testing, accreditation, and certifica-
tion.  

The logic behind the National 
Quality Infrastructure is that it starts 
with measurement, stan-
dards and accreditation 
of products and services, 
an accreditation that can 
take the form of a seal of 
quality. An independent 
authority is in charge of 
accreditation, making 
the process trustwor-
thy and internationally 
recognized — thus the 
quality. Quality certifica-
tion and accreditation, 
together with the price of 
the products and servic-
es and the ways in which 
these are provided, guar-
antee competitiveness 
in national and interna-
tional markets. 

This is no small under-
taking, and it is just one 
area of the institutional 
infrastructure necessary to success-
fully take advantage of existing and 
new trade opportunities that may 
arise from new trade agreements. 

Let’s take another example. Cur-
rently in Costa Rica, TDV Global 
Inc. is providing technical assis-
tance and capacity building activi-
ties to the National Animal Health 
Service (SENASA). The objective of 
the project is to assist Costa Rica to 
secure existing markets and open up 
new ones for its beef industry — in 
effect, to change the status of its OIE 
BSE risk ranking. The project is pro-

Given the increasing 
complexity of the world 
trading system largely, 

there has been an explicit 
recognition by multilateral 
institutions that technical 

assistance and capacity 
building have a critical role to 

play.

are to accrue the benefits of trade has 
been voiced time and time again. In 
fact, there are some programs, such 
as the WTO’s Enhanced Integrated 
Framework, that try to do just that. 
Unfortunately for the LAC region, 
only Haiti qualifies for this program 
— and one can certainly question 
how effective the Integrated Frame-
work has been. 

What has been more 
the norm is that a devel-
oping country announc-
es a trade deal with a 
LAC country or sub-
region, and alongside 
announces a package of 
technical assistance and 
capacity building. This 
falls far short of main-
streaming trade into 
national development 
agendas. The FTAA had 
the Hemispheric Coop-
eration Program, under 
which countries devel-
oped National Trade 
Capacity Building Strat-
egies (NTCBS). But for 
the most part these were 
developed by Trade Min-
istries. 

It is questionable how 
many, (if any) of these NTCBS have 
actually been incorporated into na-
tional development plans and pri-
orities. It is also unclear if countries 
that have identified their trade op-
portunities have strategically ad-
dressed technical barriers to trade, 
as well as the investment of time 
and resources to develop the infra-
structure that will ensure competi-
tiveness.

In summary, trade agreements are 
not worth much if a country cannot 
implement them and take advan-
tage of the potential opportunities. 
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In many cases, this will require a 
long-term commitment to institu-
tional strengthening in critical and 
strategic areas. Such a commitment 
can only be accomplished by pri-
oritizing these areas in a country’s 
national development plans, which 
is the country’s responsibility. But 
technical assistance and capacity 
building packages developed to ac-
company trade negotiations do not 
offer this long-term commitment. 

Developed countries must be-
come serious about long-term ap-
proaches to trade and development 
issues and not leave everything to 
an announcement on a trade nego-
tiation. Some countries already have 
ongoing programs — many others 
do not. A more consistent, stable, 
long-term approach to technical as-
sistance and capacity building pro-
grams by all development institu-
tions would certainly be welcome in 
today’s trade environment. 

Brian McKay is a Principal Consul-
tant at TDV Global Inc.  and Proj-
ect Manager on their Trade Related 
Technical Assistance (TRTA) project 
being implemented in the Caribbean, 
Costa Rica and Guatemala.

Argentinean Farmers Protest Export Tax Increase
Farmers in Argentina are taking a break from a three-week strike protesting an increase in export taxes on 
soy and other agricultural products such as corn, wheat and beef.  On March 11, export taxes on soybeans 
increased from 35 per cent to 45 per cent.  The break will last for 30 days in order to see if there an agree-
ment can be reached with the government.  The strike led to shortages in meat, milk and vegetables in the 
country.  The last time farmers imposed food shortages on the country was in 1976 before a military coup.  
According to President Christina Kirchner, the taxes are necessary for inflation controls. Farmers say that 
they were not consulted on the decision and that the levies prevent domestic producers from turning a 
profit.  The strike leaders warn that they are not dropping their demands that the rise be revoked, but are 
simply “taking a break to talk.”  

In addition to substantial health 
issues, serious contradictions sur-
round local efforts, such as Jambi 
Huasi in Ecuador, in combating 
these problems.  Despite praise by 
the Ecuadorian Government, grass-
roots initiatives focused on indige-
nous women’s health remain under-
funded and in a precarious state of 
existence. 

In response to increasing na-
tional and international recognition 
of indigenous health problems, in 
2007 Ecuadorian president Rafael 
Correa announced his government’s 
intention to focus on intercultural 
models of health care that take into 
account the country’s heritage, di-
versity and indigenous forms of 
medicine.  Given this statement, and 
the additional assistance of the Min-
istry of Intercultural Health and the 
Health Program of the Indigenous 
Peoples of the Americas elaborated 

Inequality in the Ecuadorian Andes:  
Jambi Huasi and Indigenous Women’s Health

Carrie Dickenson

Indigenous women are disad-
vantaged threefold because of 
their sex, ethnicity and rural 

residency patterns, according to a 
recent report from the Pan Ameri-
can Health Organization (PAHO).  
Their reproductive, domestic and 
productive labour means that they 
have higher rates of morbidity and 
mortality than their male counter-
parts.  

Lack of access to health care, edu-
cation and employment, in addition 
to discrimination and cultural mis-
understandings, explain these dis-
parities.  Particular health problems 
for indigenous women in Ecuador 
include maternal mortality, anemia, 
genital and urinary tract infections, 
stillbirths, vaginal fissures, alcohol 
and drug abuse, high suicide and 
violence rates, liver disease, malaria, 
cholera, mental health problems and 
cervical cancer.  
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mained localized and left primarily 
to Dr. Conejo.  Moreover, hesitation 
at the local level towards accepting 
the importance of family planning 
practices, coupled with the skepti-
cism of Western medical profession-
als towards indigenous concepts of 
medicine, made Dr. Conejo’s vision 
difficult to implement at a national 
level.   

With significant support from 
UNFPA, Jambi Huasi was able to 
include the mestizo population by 
offering two options for health care: 
traditional and western medicine.  
Indigenous medicine was provided 
by what were referred to as Jambi-
kunas (a midwife and a traditional 

by PAHO for 2005-2007, a theoreti-
cal foundation has been established 
to address the problems associated 
with indigenous people’s health in 
the region.  The recognition of the 
bleak reality of indigenous women’s 
health, however, was not pioneered 
by federal authorities.  Such related 
issues remain restricted to concep-
tual discussions at the national level 
and are largely absent in 
the discourse.  Almost a 
quarter of a century ago, 
local initiatives to com-
bat maternal mortality 
and educate women about 
their reproductive rights 
were spearheaded by or-
ganizations such as Jambi 
Huasi.  

In 1984, Dr. Miriam 
Conejo created Jambi 
Huasi to address repro-
ductive and family plan-
ning issues among indig-
enous women in Ecuador.  
In a United Nations Popu-
lation Fund (UNFPA) ar-
ticle entitled Working with 
Indigenous Communities 
in Ecuador, Dr. Conejo re-
marked, “[n]ot only do we 
provide a full constellation 
of reproductive health and 
family planning services 
but we do so in a cultural-
ly sensitive fashion, taking 
into account the special 
needs and concerns of our 
clients, who are mainly 
Quechua-speaking natives.”  

While the idea of free health ser-
vices to indigenous people by in-
digenous people (nosotros para no-
sotros) received praise from the Ec-
uadorian Ministry of Public Health, 
efforts to put the guiding principles 
of Jambi Huasi into practice re-

The recognition of the 
bleak reality of indigenous 

women’s health was not 
pioneered by federal 

authorities.  Such issues 
remain restricted to 

conceptual discussions 
at the national level and 
are largely absent in the 

discourse.  

healer) and western medicine came 
in the form of an oncologist and 
pharmacist.  

In order to further these efforts, 
community outreach also became 
important and the clinic focused 
on educating indigenous people 
on individual and social rights to 
strengthen their concepts of respect, 
dignity and identity.  Yet the provi-

sions provided by UNFPA 
have been limited.  As a re-
sult, Jambi Huasi has been 
forced to charge user fees 
to sustain its services — a 
cost that has significantly 
limited its growth.

Even though the clinic 
managed to reach a num-
ber of indigenous women 
and expand its services, it 
experienced a variety of 
forms of resistance from 
within the organization 
itself and from the com-
munity, exposing the 
contradictions inherent 
in advancing the rights of 
indigenous women and 
their particular medical 
issues.  Staff and other 
health practitioners re-
mained hesitant to ac-
cept indigenous visions of 
health care.  

Racism and gender dis-
crimination further pre-
vented staff from learning 
about indigenous concep-
tions of health, and indig-

enous patients remained hesitant in 
dealing with professionals.  A study 
conducted by Jambi Huasi found 
that 40 per cent of rural women 
did not access health services and 
that 42 per cent of babies born had 
mothers under the age of nineteen.  
In order to address some of these 



FOCALPoint: Canada’s Spotlight on the Americas

10

problems, the clinic created a proj-
ect to involve women in strengthen-
ing reproductive and family plan-
ning services by educating them at 
the community level.   

Despite regional and national re-
sistance, Jambi Huasi’s research led 
to a sexual education program for 
adolescents in schools and bilingual 
(Quechua-Spanish) colleges. This 
program appears to be working, as 
contraceptive rates have increased 
from 10 per cent to 40 per cent, ac-
cording to the report Working with 
Indigenous Communities in Ecuador.  

Because of the success of these 
initiatives, the Ecuadorian Govern-
ment has begun to pay more lip ser-
vice to clinics like Jambi Huasi.  Yet, 
continued awareness and financial 
support need to be brought to bear 
on the work of local organizations 
to ensure the reproductive health of 
indigenous women becomes an im-
portant part of the discourse.  Fur-
thermore, Jambi Huasi’s activities 
should stand as an important model 
for the rest of the region.

Integration into the community 
and an appreciation and understand-
ing of indigenous beliefs remain the 
keys to the clinic’s success in dealing 
with women’s health issues.  In the 
end, while national acknowledge-
ment of the problems that plague 
indigenous women seem encourag-
ing, unless the Correa administra-
tion follows up on its rhetoric with 
substantial financial aid, the gains 
made by organizations such as Jam-
bi Huasi will be jeopardized.   

Carrie Dickenson is currently work-
ing with the Pan American Health 
Organization profiling indigenous 
health issues in Ecuador and is also a 
research associate with FOCAL’s In-
digenous Governance Project.

With the current impasse 
of multilateral talks at 
the World Trade Orga-

nization, Canada has begun to look 
elsewhere in an effort to increase 
market access for its exporters and 
investors. In addi-
tion to participat-
ing in NAFTA, one 
of the two largest 
trade blocs in the 
world, Canada has 
signed a series of 
bilateral FTAs with 
nations such as 
Chile, Costa Rica, 
and Israel, as well as 
with the members 
of the European 
Free Trade Associa-
tion, since the late 
1990s. 

One of the latest 
proposals to further 
extend the current 
government’s for-
eign policy and de-
velopment objec-
tives of deepening 
Canada’s engage-
ment in the Ameri-
cas is the establish-
ment of a Canada-
Colombia FTA, 
first proposed by 
the Minister of In-
ternational Trade, 
David Emerson, in July 2007. Since 
the Harper government successfully 
concluded negotiations for a similar 

agreement with Peru in February, 
the outlook for this FTA between 
the governments in Ottawa and 
Bogotá appears optimistic at first 
glance. Upon closer examination, 
however, its prospects are far more 

uncertain.
	 The first 

stumbling block 
with the proposed 
Canada-Colombia 
FTA is that it is 
simply the next in 
a series of bilateral 
and regional ar-
rangements until 
the Doha Devel-
opment Round 
makes headway in 
the area of agri-
culture. Canada’s 
bilateral and re-
gional trade agree-
ments, excluding 
those made with 
the United States, 
generally only ac-
count for a mini-
mal percentage of 
the country’s total 
trade. Further-
more, this strat-
egy is sometimes 
deemed to be the 
resurgence of the 
so-called “Third 
Option,” first pro-

posed by former Prime Minister 
Trudeau during the 1970s in an ef-
fort to diversify Canada’s trade flows 

Canada and Colombia:  
The Prospects of Free Trade
Whitney Ersman

The outlook for 
this FTA between 

Ottawa and 
Bogotá appears 

optimistic at 
first glance. 
Upon closer 
examination, 
however, its 

prospects are far 
more uncertain.
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tions. 
Since the United States accounts 

for roughly 80 per cent of Cana-
dian trade, a general consensus has 
emerged amongst key stakeholders 
which asserts that Canada should 
concentrate on deepening and fur-
ther stabilizing its trade relationship 
with its neighbour to the South, es-
pecially in light of the recent protec-
tionist sentiments expressed by the 
presidential nominees of the Demo-
cratic Party. 

By pursuing relatively small re-
gional and bilateral trade arrange-
ments with countries such as Co-
lombia, these organizations deem 
that the Harper government is sim-
ply misallocating its resources and 
misjudging its priorities at a critical 
time for Canadian trade policy.

The second major stumbling 
block that has appeared as negotia-
tions progress between Mr. Harper 
and Mr. Uribe’s governments is that 

away from the United States. The 
C.D. Howe Institute recommends 
that Canada should “stop sending 
Canadian trade negotiators off for 
marginal bilateral talks with an ar-
chaic list of protectionist thou-shalt-
nots,” and instead, the country (and 
DFAIT for that matter) should refo-
cus its attention on the ever-thicken-
ing Canada-U.S. border, over which 
$1.5 billion a day in cross-border 
commerce occurs. 

On a similar note, the Canadian 
Council for Chief Executives pro-
poses that, in addition to pursuing 
the Security and Prosperity Partner-
ship, Canada should “pursue agree-
ments such as foreign investment 
protection and promotion agree-
ments, tax agreements, science and 
technology agreements, regulatory 
cooperation agreements and air ser-
vices agreements” with emerging 
Asian economies and the European 
Union, not with Latin American na-

of human rights, an issue repeat-
edly highlighted by groups such as 
Human Rights Watch and Amnesty 
International Canada. In December, 
these organizations issued letters to 
the Prime Minister as well as to Mr. 
Emerson that expressed concern 
over Canada’s desire to quickly fi-
nalize the FTA with Colombia. The 
organizations were also concerned 
about Canada’s lobbying of the 
American administration to follow 
in due course with the U.S.-Colom-
bia FTA. 

In addition, several members 
of the opposition, such as Liberal 
Trade critic Navdeep Bains and 
NDP Trade critic Peter Julian, have 
echoed these opinions and declared 
that Mr. Harper’s government is 
proceeding too quickly into negoti-
ations with Colombia without hav-
ing properly examined the human 
rights issue. 

This sentiment is further shared 

Cuba: Cell Phone Bans Lifted, Blogger Shut Down
In a symbolic move of increasing Cuban freedoms, Raul Castro’s government recently lifted the contro-
versial ban on Cubans staying in luxury “tourist-only” hotels.  Hotel workers are celebrating the policy 
change, despite the expectation that not many Cuban guests will be staying there due to the high costs.  
This has been the latest in a string of changes that the younger Castro has instigated in Cuba.  Since 
replacing Fidel Castro in February, he has legalized a range of products and services previously illegal for 
Cubans.  Last week, cell phone ownership was also newly permitted, as well as the purchase of electronics 
like computers and DVD players. These changes may be an indication of a possible revaluation of the Cu-
ban peso and the removal of the dual-currency system that contributes to widespread poverty.  State sala-
ries are paid in pesos, while most purchases are made in convertible pesos (CUC) with an exchange rate 
of 24 Cuban pesos to a CUC.  This makes it almost impossible for those living off government salaries to 
survive, despite free health care, education and food ration subsidies.  Raul Castro cannot be given too 
much credit, however, since concurrent with these liberalizations he has also cracked down on internet 
content and access. The latest of these actions involved blocking web access to the blog of Yoani Sanchez, 
a young woman who posts daily commentary on life in Havana and openly criticizes the Castro brothers. 
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by the Canadian Labour Congress, 
which proclaims that “Colombia 
is the country where more trade 
unionists are killed than in the rest 
of the world combined.” There is lit-
tle doubt that human rights offences 
are indeed numerous and wide-
spread in the country. In fact, para-
military groups are said to operate 
in over two-thirds of Colombia’s 
regional departments, and guerrilla 
factions continue to control large 
swaths of territory. 

Even with this in mind, the Ca-
nadian government remains stead-
fast in its belief that increased trade 
links may aid Colombia in reform-
ing its human rights record and 
could serve as a platform for further 
discussion on the subject — a more 
carrot than stick approach to en-

couraging development. 
Mr. Emerson recently comment-

ed that “trade liberalization and the 
promotion and protection of human 
rights can complement each other. 
That’s why an FTA with Colombia 
would also include strong provisions 
on labour and the environment.” 

As the Canada-Colombia FTA 
negotiations draw closer to a reso-
lution, the likelihood of this agree-
ment coming into full effect in the 
near future remains uncertain, giv-
en the controversy that surrounds 
Colombia’s human rights record and 
the subsequent outcry that may re-
sult upon its implementation. 

Yet the finalizing of Canada’s FTA 
with Peru, slotted to enter into full 
force by January 2009, bodes well for 
the completion of future trade agree-

ments between Canada and other 
Latin American nations, especially 
since Canada’s trade and investment 
in the region is increasing. 

More importantly, it is necessary 
to recognize that the relative accep-
tance and success of any FTA is con-
tingent upon the political ebbs and 
flows of the countries they involve. 
With an election on the horizon in 
Canada, the future of the Canada-
Colombia FTA could very well be 
determined by the next trip Canadi-
ans make to the polls. 

Whitney Ersman is an MA candidate 
at the Norman Paterson School of 
International Affairs, specializing in 
trade policy. She is also a current in-
tern with FOCAL’s Corporate Circle 
program.
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Gauging Free Trade Agreements:
Why Big Expectations Mean Bigger Enemies

Vladimir Torres

The factors that increase the 
complexity in identifying the 
links between trade liberal-

ization and prosperity owe as much 
to the successes thus far as they do 
the perceived failures. The 
world has come a long way in 
liberalizing trade, and many 
— if still far from most — 
barriers have been removed. 
As Laura Dawson clearly ar-
gues in this edition’s open-
ing article, the era of easy 
trade negotiations is over. 
Alongside the more nuanced 
and technical difficulties of 
reaching new agreements, 
their direct impact in creat-
ing prosperity and spurring 
development becomes less 
obvious. Past successes, par-
adoxically, make future ones 
more difficult to argue.

As for the perceived fail-
ures of trade liberalization 
initiatives hindering fur-
ther advances, there are two 
broad explanations: 1) unre-
alistic expectations, and 2) 
the muddling of the issue in 
domestic political debates. 
A trade agreement can rep-
resent many opportunities 
— beyond trade itself — to improve 
other aspects of the economy, the 
governance, and the social condi-
tions of a given country. But these 
consequences are by no means au-
tomatic. Trade agreements were in 

many cases spun as a panacea for 
all maladies. False expectations then 
led to disappointment, and from 
there it was only one more step to 
skepticism and open opposition. 

Trade liberalization in Latin 
American countries was seen as 
an easily identifiable face of the 
macro-economic structural adjust-
ments known as the Washington 
Consensus, and so the harshness 

of the latter was pinned on the for-
mer. The political resistance to the 
adjustments — a discussion equally 
loaded with misconceptions and 
misplaced expectations — engulfed 

the trade agenda. To this day 
promoting trade remains 
an uphill political battle in 
the region, but one that has 
helped strike a more bal-
anced response. First, there 
is a greater understanding of 
trade liberalization for what 
it is, as well as a clarification 
of its links with the need to 
insert local economies in the 
global stage. Second, and 
arguably more important, 
there has been an increased 
understanding and design-
ing of complementary poli-
cies sine-qua-non to enable a 
wider positive impact. 

Governments are no lon-
ger seen as relinquishing a 
role by liberalizing trade, but 
rather as the necessary co-fa-
cilitators of the opportunities 
it creates. They are becoming 
the main players in the re-
forms and social redistribu-
tive policies that should be 
implemented — even in the 

absence of trade agreements. It is in 
the current good economic times 
for the region that the opportunities 
to better prepare for the downturn 
in the world economy (that will un-
doubtedly follow) cannot be missed. 

A trade agreement 
can represent many 

opportunities to 
improve other aspects 

of the economy, the 
governance, and the 
social conditions of a 

given country. But these 
consequences are by no 

means automatic.
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A new consensus is beginning to 
prevail where there is a role for the 
state: the road to prosperity entails 
both free markets and social justice. 
It is no longer a case of choosing one 
to the detriment of the other, or ex-
pecting the former to magically lead 
to the latter.

But just as the case for trade lib-
eralization regains ground in Latin 
America, it is in the north of the 
hemisphere where the ghost of pro-
tectionism is once again showing its 
ugly face. Case in point: the presi-
dential race in the United States, 
and the Congressional reticence to 
approve the FTA with Colombia. 
Both nominees in the Democratic 
Party have expressed their sympathy 
to the idea of revisiting the North 
American Free Trade Agreement, 

stopping short of making a full com-
mitment to doing so. If NAFTA can 
be reneged, the message for the rest 
of the world — and Latin America 
in particular — is an ominous one. 
Both nominees, but particularly Ba-
rack Obama, have spoken against 
ratifying the FTA with Colombia, 
joining the chorus of critics whose 
opposition has little or nothing to 
do with trade itself.

Just as they were in Latin Amer-
ica, FTAs are an easy target for po-
litical opportunistic stances. The 
need to cater to the labour unions’ 
support in some key states leads the 
nominees to champion jobs that — 
thanks to globalization — are bound 
to migrate someplace else anyway, 
with or without FTAs with countries 
that desperately need the increased 

access to the U.S. market.
We are seeing once again how 

FTAs are portrayed as having a big-
ger impact than they can have in 
and of themselves. The antagonists 
of free trade are appealing to reasons 
outside the realm of trade. Opposi-
tion to trade liberalization is thus 
fought resorting to human rights, 
labour, and environmental argu-
ments. Even in the rare instances 
when their concerns are fact based, 
and not mere “sound-biting,” these 
cannot be pinned on FTAs. Trade 
agreements are neither their cause 
nor an obstacle to solving them. 

Vladimir Torres is a senior analyst 
at FOCAL and manages the Trade 
and Development Project. He can be 
reached at vtorres@focal.ca.
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