
 

JUSTICE UPDATE – June 2005 

Women and DR-CAFTA 
(Central American-Dominican Republic Free Trade Agreement) 

  
      DR-CAFTA is a trade agreement being negotiated and ratified by El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, 
Costa Rica, and the Dominican Republic.  The first three countries have domestically ratified CAFTA and the U.S. 
Congress is expected to ratify the trade agreement before the end of summer.  The purpose of CAFTA is to eliminate 
barriers to trade between the U.S. and the CAFTA countries.   
      Women in developing countries are one group in opposition to CAFTA.  They are the primary care-givers 
responsible for the health and food security of their households.  Women subsistence farmers account for 62% of total 
female employment.  With U.S. exportation through CAFTA, women will not be able to make ends meet and thus seek 
work in urban areas, usually factories notorious for exploitative working environments.  CAFTA will lead to expansion 
of maquiladoras (sweatshops) that assemble more foreign goods for exportation and employ mostly women aged 15-
25 at low wages and poor working conditions.  While maquilas can provide employment, labor regulations are not 
adequate to ensure safe and just working conditions.   
     In addition, CAFTA’s intellectual property (IP) rules will prevent marketing of cheaper generic drugs if a patented 
version exists in a developing country.  It will be hard for poor people and indigenous communities to protect their 
traditional medicines and practices.  CAFTA changes healthcare for families and communities as access to medicine 
declines.  Women plant, transplant, maintain plants, and harvest plants for sale in local markets and family use and 
will feel the effects.   
  
CONNECTION 
  
IPA believes that world trade rules govern and control the conditions which keep people in poverty.  It is our belief 
that this need not be so.  As nations and peoples, we have the power to change the way in which we relate to one 
another and together we can advance the development of all equally and justly. (IPA position paper on trade) 
  
Accept that with the right to own, manage, and use natural resources comes the duty to prevent environmental harm 
and to protect the rights of people.  (Earth Charter, 2a) 
  
Promote social and economic justice, enabling all to achieve a secure and meaningful livelihood that is ecologically 
responsible.  (Earth Charter, 3b) 
  
Ensure that information of vital importance to human health and environmental protection, including genetic 
information, remains available in the public domain. (Earth Charter, 8c) 
  
Eradicate poverty as an ethical, social and environmental imperative. (Earth Charter, 9) 
  



Ensure that economic activities and institutions at all levels promote human development in an equitable and 
sustainable manner. (Earth Charter, 10) 
  
Affirm gender equality and equity as prerequisites to sustainable development and ensure universal access to 
education, health care, and economic opportunity. (Earth Charter, 11) 
  
REFLECTION 
  
Neoliberal free trade theory assumes that international markets are competitive, that there are many buyers and 
sellers and that no players can dominate the market and distort prices.  How accurate is this theory and what does it 
do to people of developing countries?  What might a more fair response to trade look like? 
  
As Christians we embrace the biblical principle of preferential option for the poor.  This element is missing in many 
trade agreements.  What criteria/values would enable this principle to become reality within trade agreements? 
  
There continues to be a growing campaign for trade justice, a system of trade that gives priority to the needs of the 
poorest communities.  How aware am I of this campaign?  How able am I to share with others the essence of this 
campaign?  
  
ACTION 
  
“The poor and the hungry, the sick and the persecuted are still with us, not because it is unavoidable, but as a result 
of economic and political decisions.  These decisions are made consciously by governments and multinational 
companies.  They are also sustained by our way of life and unconscious consumer habits - the things we buy to eat, 
drink, wear, and use - which can have a devastating effect on the economics of developing countries.”  (Catholic 
Bishops’ Conference of Scotland) 
  
1. DR-CAFTA, often called CAFTA will soon be coming up to the U.S. Congress for an up or down vote.  Urge your 
Senators to oppose CAFTA due to its harm to women. 
  
2. Learn more about the Trade Justice Campaign at http://www.tradejusticeusa.org/ or http://www.citizenstrade.org/  
  
3. Shop for and use fair trade products.  Visit http://www.fairtradefederation.com/  
  
4. Periodically, eight of the Finance leaders in the wealthiest countries gather to meet in regard to economics.  Part of 
the Debt Cancellation project has been to urge these leaders to cancel 100% debt to those heavily indebted countries 
without any conditions attached.  Call President Bush and John Snow to urge them to cancel 100% debt of heavily 
indebted countries without any conditions attached at their next gathering. (John Snow phone: 202. 622.0656 or 
john.snow@do.treas.gov)  
  
5. Make a commitment to change one consumer habit that will help those in developing countries 

 
 

Contacting Congress: Phone 1-800- 839-5276 

The White House Comment line is 202-456-1111 or e-mail president@whitehouse.gov 
Vice President Cheney at 202-456-7549 or e-mail vice-president@whitehouse.gov 
Capitol Switchboard is 202-224-3121 or search for contact information at http://capwiz.com/networklobby/dbq/officials/ 
 
Chuck Grassley (202) 224-3744 or grassley.senate.gov/webform.htm 
Tom Harkin      (202) 224-3254 or harkin.senate.gov/contact/contact.cfm   
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