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· Transatlantic Free Trade Agreement: unleashing fracking around the world

· Some bad news and some better news
· February talks in Singapore end without agreement:  update on Trans-Pacific Partnership
· ‘Equality for women is progress for all’
· Pope Francis urges action against human trafficking

TRANSATLANTIC FREE TRADE AGREEMENT (TAFTA)
Unleashing fracking around the world
There is a river running through Quebec called the St. Lawrence.  It touches New York State as it connects the Great Lakes to the North Atlantic. It carries boats, waters crops and feeds aquifers. It darts out into swimmable lakes and canals and, if it were polluted with toxic chemicals, the losses would be devastating. This is why Quebec placed a moratorium on fracking, when American energy company, Lone Pine, decided to frack beneath the river. (Fracking, more formally known as ‘hydraulic fracturing’, is a controversial method of recovering natural gas trapped in shale rock deep beneath the earth’s surface. It involves fracturing the stone and pumping billions of gallons of water, sand and toxic chemicals into the earth to force the gas to the sur-face. There are many health and environmental concerns associated with it.)
Now the Quebec government is being sued, under the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), for protecting its citizens and environ-ment rather than the company’s interests.  Lone Pine is suing Canada for US$250 million. This is what the company speculates it will lose as a result of Canada’s moratorium on fracking.  It is yet another example of how a so-called free trade agreement may punish a country for enforcing its own laws and regulations.

If TAFTA, currently being negotiated, is success-fully concluded, scenarios like this one in Quebec could be played out all over Europe and the United States. It would be the largest trade agreement in the world, knitting together the USA and Europe in a major trade network that could have massive reper-cussions on the global environment.  President Obama was scheduled to meet with top EU officials in Brussels last week and fracking was to be on the agenda. 
On the European Commission website, it is stated that TAFTA intends to tackle ‘behind the border regulatory restrictions’.  The regulatory practices in the USA and Europe are not the same. Europe has much stricter regulation when it comes to environ-mental standards, food standards, chemical safety, individual privacy and worker’s rights.  If, as is most likely, TAFTA includes investor-state dispute settlement (ISDS) clauses, allowing foreign corp-orations to sue governments, then this agreement will be used by corporations to undermine ‘regulat-ory restrictions’ in European countries, just as NAFTA is being used by Lone Pine against Quebec’s regulation.  This agreement would open up a large part of the world to greater exploitation with less regulation.  Fracking could go global.
Our international agreements should focus on promoting the well-being of the world’s people and protecting the earth’s ecology through smart regu-lation, not on rolling back existing regulation to enhance corporate profits.

Source:   Tabitha Peyton Wood, 25 March 2014, in open-publishing website, www.bilaterals.org. Edited by A. Healey.  Sent by Silvia Rodriguez (Costa Rica)

SOME BAD NEWS AND SOME BETTER NEWS
On November 23, 2013, the Canadian government approved commercial production of genetically engineered (GE) Atlantic salmon eggs.  
Environmental networks fighting GE salmon regard this as ‘an alarming decision that sets Canada up to be the source of global environmental risk’.
  They view the approval as a danger to the future of wild Atlantic salmon around the world. The eggs, deve-loped at the Aqua Bounty plant in Fortune Bay, Prince Edward Island, will be shipped to Panama to be grown and sent to the USA for human consump-tion unless the United States Food and Drug Administration (USFDA) turns it down. The salmon will not be labelled.  Canadian groups have res-ponded to the news by launching a lawsuit against the government decision.

The better news comes from the fact that American consumers and businesses have no appetite for GE salmon.  On March 3 of this year the Washington Post published a story from the Friends of the Earth stating that ‘the two largest grocery stores in the United States, Kroger and Safeway, which alone has 1,406 stores, have made commitments to not sell GE salmon’.
  At least 9,000 other stores nation-wide have also already rejected GE salmon.  Stores that have not made a commitment include Costco, Walmart and Albertsons. Yet, despite receiving nearly 2 million letters from scientists, fishers, business owners and consumers opposing the approval of GE salmon, the FDA is still considering approving it.

The Washington Post article states that, ‘at least 35 other species of GE fish are currently under deve-lopment and the FDA’s decision on this GE salmon application will set a precedent for other GE fish and animals (including cows, chickens and pigs) to enter the global food market’.
The New York Times found that three quarters of the Americans they surveyed stated that they would not eat GE fish.  Another 93% wanted GE foods to be labelled. Other polls have stated that 80% of Americans who regularly eat fish say sustainable practices are ‘important’ or ‘very important’ to them.. There is a growing trend against GE foods and increasing commitments by food retailers to label GE foods. Even global giants, Gerber and McDonald’s, say they have no plans to buy the genetically engineered apple that is waiting for approval by the USFDA. 

Source:  Compiled by M. Boyd

Update of Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement

FEBRUARY TALKS IN SINGAPORE END WITHOUT AGREEMENT
The twelve governments involved in the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) Agreement
, failed to meet their deadline for completing negotiations at their December meeting in Singapore and talks are continuing in 2014.  Despite assurances that the talks were very advanced, when leaders met again on 22-23 February this year, they again failed to announce a deal. After this meeting, The Economist published a blog on the agreement titled ‘No end in sight’, in which the author wrote ‘it is hard to avoid the conclusion that any agreement is months or years off’’. And so, campaigning against the unacceptable features of the TPP needs to go on vigorously.

There are still major differences among the nego-tiators on medicine patents, labour rights, environ-mental standards and provisions for Investor-State Dispute Settlement (ISDS)
.  Negotiating positions on these issues will depend on what countries offer one another in terms of access to markets for goods and agriculture.  For example, the current Australian government says it is ‘prepared to consider ISDS’ if it can successfully negotiate substantial access to agricultural markets in the USA and Japan in return, and providing other conditions are met.  The stance of the previous Australian government was to refuse ISDS provisions unequivocally. 

USA-Japan rift

A major obstacle to the progress of the agreement is the rift between the USA and Japan on issues of market access, including agricultural products and motor vehicles. This has prevented the two biggest economies from making comprehensive market access offers to other governments; leaving them waiting in the wings for decisions from the most powerful players. 

USA Congress refuses Fast Track Authority

Meanwhile, the USA is still unable to guarantee that any TPP deal will pass the US Congress, so that the parties to the agreement cannot have confidence that the USA government can deliver on what is nego-tiated.  The President is seeking ‘Fast Track Author-ity’ from the Congress, but senior Democrat and Republican Congress members, urged by a massive community campaign, continue to oppose it.  ‘Fast track’ authorises the President to negotiate inter-national agreements that Congress may only ap-prove or disapprove, but cannot amend or filibuster.  Congress is currently refusing to surrender its power to amend the text of the agreement.  
TPP threatens health 

Senior health academics from seven Australian uni-versities released a policy brief outlining the potent-ial negative effects of the TPP on the health of 
Australians. Two major conclusions are:
· the USA proposals for strengthening patents on medicines would increase the cost of Australia’s Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS) for the government and taxpayers, and

· giving investors rights to sue governments would curtail the ability of the Australian Government to tackle the harm caused by tobacco and alcohol. 
Calls to release the TPP text 

Because of the secrecy surrounding the TPP nego-tiations, senior legislators in Australia, Canada, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand and Peru have called for the release of the TPP text,.  They want governments to publish the draft text before it is signed, with sufficient time to enable effective 
legislative scrutiny and public debate.  
Source:  AFTINET (Australian Fair Trade and Investment Network) Bulletin, March 2014, edited by A. Healey.  
‘EQUALITY FOR WOMEN IS PROGRESS FOR ALL’
La Strada International, the European network against trafficking in human beings, made this statement to mark International Women’s Day. 

Trafficking in human beings is not a gender-neutral phenomenon. Violence against women, stereo-typical gender roles and gender discrimination in the labour market together act as root causes of human trafficking. The social position of women in the majority of La Strada countries is characterised by unequal power relations between men and women and by the high prevalence of domestic vio-lence. These are all factors impacting on women’s economic position. The lack of equal opportunity in the labour market and the corresponding feminisa-tion of poverty, leads numbers of women to migrate for work.  However, accepting work in other countries can place them where they are vulnerable to exploitation, violence and abuse. 
The economic recession has aggravated the weak social and economic position of women in their countries of origin, and has had devastating effects on women migrant workers, reducing. their job opportunities and their terms and conditions of work. It also can lead to competition for work between migrants and nationals, and stir xenophobia and discrimination against migrant workers and their families. Women working in the informal sectors, with irregular or temporary status, are very vulnerable in the economic downturn. 
Now as the world struggles out of this crisis, La Strada International calls upon governments and the international community to seize the opportunity to reform the traditional structures that have brought us this crisis and make radical changes in power balances between countries, between employers and employees and between men and women. 

Equal rights, equal opportunities and progress for all are issues not only of solidarity. Without equality there is no prospect for sustainable global prosper-ity, which needs the full empowerment and integra-tion of women at all levels of economic, social and cultural activities. This is the only way to create a
long-lasting new equilibrium in world society.
Source:  La Strada, lastradainternational.org
Sent by Elly Koenig.
POPE FRANCIS  URGES ACTION AGAINST HUMAN TRAFFICKING
The following are excerpts from the Pope’s Lenten message to the church in Brazil.


‘During the next forty days, we will seek to be more aware of the infinite mercy God has given to us and asks us to give to others, especially those most in need.  You who are free, go and help your brothers and sisters to be free!

‘It is not possible to remain indifferent in the know-ledge that human beings are bought and sold like goods!  I think of the adoption of children for the extraction of their organs, of women deceived and obliged to prostitute themselves, of workers exploited and denied rights or a voice. This is human trafficking.
‘We need to make a good examination of con-science.  How many times have we permitted a human being to be seen as an object, to be put on show in order to sell a product or to satisfy an immoral desire?  The human person ought never to be sold or bought as if he or she were a commodity.  Whoever uses human persons in this  way and exploits them, even if indirectly, becomes an accomplice in this injustice.  How often do we see abuse even in the family home?  Parents who enslave their children, children who enslave their parents; married couples who exploit one another as if they were disposable products for consumption;  the elderly without a place in society; children and adolescents without a voice. How can one proclaim the joy of Easter, without lending support to those who are denied their freedom on this earth?

‘Be sure: if I offend the human dignity of others, it is because I have already divested myself of my own dignity. For what?  For power, fame, material goods? 
 I hope that Christians and persons of good faith may make efforts to ensure that men, women, young people and children may never more be victims of human trafficking.  Jesus wishes to sow life in abundance everywhere. 
Source:   Pope Francis has sent a Lenten message to the people of God in Brazil, Vatican City, 5 March 2014.  Sent by Raymonde Martineau (Canada)
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�  Canadian Biotechnology Action Network (CBAN), 


    Nov. 25, 2013


�  Friends of the Earth, Washington Post, March 3, 2014


�  Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, USA and Vietnam.


��  The inclusion of  ISDS in a trade agreement allows a foreign investor to sue any government that makes a law or regulation that has the effect of reducing the investor’s  profits or the value of the  investment.  ISDS undermines democracy and national sovereignty.
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