Thematic Plenary Session 3:

Trade and Investment
4:00 – 6:00 pm :  September 27, 2010
Context:

Rapid globalization in recent decades has brought profound impact on Asian societies. While most countries have undergone structural changes, as a result of their increased integration into the global economy, agriculture has remained important to these societies. In poorer Asian countries, agriculture remains a major source of employment providing jobs and incomes to 30% up to even more than 50% of their workforce. For highly industrialized Asian countries, agriculture’s role has been to ensure food security, political stability and environmental integrity. But while agriculture serves different functions, it has undergone significant transformation from its previously subsistence-based production to its current export-oriented industrial model of production.
These changes have been made possible through increased trade liberalization which has become the dominant policy since the 80’s and 90’s under SAPs and other aid conditionalities of the IMF-WB and donor countries, and later through the multilateral agreements under the WTO and more recently through bilateral and regional free trade agreements.Of these, the WTO agriculture agreement has the most significant impact as it stripped countries of their remaining import barriers such as quotas and taxes and the production subsidies that protected their domestic agriculture from unfair competition. However, the present-day comprehensive free trade and investment agreements are more pernicious as they included areas and sectors of the national economy including national patrimony that have been hitherto subjected to domestic regulation because of their significance to national interests. As they’re comprehensive in scope, FTAs pose serious impacts not only on food but on health, education, environment and the people’s livelihoods. 

Designed to support agribusiness and powerful companies’ interests, both WTO and bilateral free trade agreements have harmed the lives and livelihoods of small producers, workers, farmers and SMEs. They aim to privatize knowledge and innovations, seeds and planting materials and promote control of corporations over the entire food system. They aim likewise to liberalize the investment sector, to legitimize corporate landgrabbing, acquisition of raw materials to feed their industries and locate their low value-added manufacturing sectors to take advantage of cheap labor in poorer countries.

What has been evident in the last few decades is that trade liberalization instead of creating wealth for the poor countries, has effectively destroyed the competitiveness of their domestic agriculture, sending millions of poor peasants jobless swelling the ranks of itinerant workers and poor migrants in the cities.  Countries that are formerly food self-sufficient have been transformed into net food importers. And while a few countries have experienced dramatic growth in their agriculture exports, it was made possible under tremendous social and environmental costs, e.g are the shrimp and aquaculture farms in Thailand, palm plantation in Malaysia and Indonesia.
The consequences for landless peasants, smallholders, artisanal fishers and indigenous peoples, particularly women are almost the same all over the region –they face rising indebtedness, control of traders and middlemen on local trade, falling farm prices, rising farm costs and deepening pauperization. If at all, trade liberalization combined with privatization and deregulation policies has destroyed the diversity, resiliency and viability of small-scale farming and artisanal fishing.

The current push for freer trade through regional FTAs such as the ASEAN FTA, ASEAN-EU EPA, India-Japan EPA, ASEAN-India, ASEAN-Korea, etc are expected to worsen the impacts of trade and investment liberalization on the poor. The AFTA which obliges member countries to bring their tariffs on agriculture, fishery and industrial products to 0-5% in 2015 are estimated to displace hundreds of thousands of small-scale farmers, fishers and rural poor from their traditional livelihoods. The recent food, financial and economic crises point to the folly of relying solely on the strategy of absolute trade openness. However, policy responses to the crisis are stacked in the same neo-liberal formula and the fashion is towards promoting more liberalization and privatization in new areas that offer lucrative profits to corporation such as in agriculture, energy, and water. The present rush in land acquisition in Asia driven by foreign companies and governments aiming to convert massive land areas to production of biofuel crops and other food crops to ensure their own food security, not to mention engaging in land speculation, is also driving the dispossession of peasants. 
In this context, the need to reform the international trade and investment regime becomes more urgent. The 30th FAO APRC offers an opportunity for engaging governments and policy-makers on the needed reforms in agriculture trade, draw up civil society position on the emerging issues in trade and investments. A panel discussion to discuss these issues and civil society’s recommendations is being proposed.
Objectives of the Session
· Discuss trends, factors and impacts of heightened trade and investment liberalization in Asia-Pacific;

· To deepen analysis of regional and bilateral FTAs and ways by which countries can re-regulate their economies to protect the interest of small producers, workers, landless, peasants, SMEs and particularly women;

· Develop a common position of civil society and social movements on regional and bilateral FTAs, WTO Doha Round and the investments treaties, in particular those facilitating global landgrab. 
Program
I.  Introduction   (objectives and overview of the session) by SEAFISH
II. Inputs
1. Facing the Threats of Regional and Bilateral Free Trade and Investment Agreements: Peasants and Social Movements Agenda and Actions (15 mins) by  La Via
2. IPR, Seeds and Farmers’ Rights: Emerging Challenges (15 mins) by SEARICE/PANAP
3. Reforming Agriculture and Trade:  Expanding Policy Space in the context of WTO Doha Round, UN HR  and other international instruments  (15 mins) by APNFS/
4. NAMA and Fisheries Sector (15 mins) by SEAFISH
III. Discussion and Synthesis by APNFS
Moderator: Mr. Kushal Pal Singh


Anchor CSOs: IFAP, APNFS , SEAFISH

TRADE AND INVESTMENT

Page 2 of 2
CSO Meeting in Conjunction with the 30th FAO-APRC

September 27-Oct 1, 2010 :   Gyeongju,  Republic of Korea

