April 16, 2009

 

Dear KAIROS network and supporters,

 

We know that this is a busy time of year, but we urgently need your ongoing support and action to stop the Canada-Colombia Free Trade Agreement (CCFTA).  

 

Despite widespread and growing opposition to this agreement in Canada and Colombia, the Canadian government is proceeding with the deal at an alarming rate.  On March 26, the government introduced implementing legislation as the final step in the ratification of the CCFTA. 

 

Thank you for your ongoing work to stop a free trade deal that our partners believe will only worsen the human rights crisis in Colombia. 

 

Members of Parliament need to know what is at stake and you can help us tell them! Now more than ever we need to keep up the pressure!  Please take the time to write or phone your MP again. 

 

Send the government a clear message:

 

Now is not the time for a Free Trade Agreement with Colombia.  Before going any further, the Canadian government needs to conduct an independent, thorough and neutral human rights impact assessment.

 

KAIROS is working with other networks including the CCIC, Council of Canadians, Make Poverty History, and others. Together, we know we can get thousands of Canadians to respond to this urgent call. 

 

Timed during the Liberal leadership convention, concerned networks and organizations across the country are participating in the Week of Action Against the Canada-Colombia FTA during the week of April 27th.  We need to get thousands of Canadians to respond to this call.   

 

Please contact your MP with this message and copy us on your action.  Even if you just call, let us know in a quick email or call.  It is important that we keep track of the number of Canadians who are responding.  

 

ACTION ALERT: Tell your MP 'vote no to the Canada-Colombia FTA' 

BACKGROUND

On March 26, 2009, the Harper government introduced legislation (Bill C23) in the House of Commons to implement the Canada-Colombia free trade agreement. This was done despite widespread opposition from churches, labour, human rights groups, as well as the opposition NDP and Bloc Québécois. The Free Trade Agreement will do nothing to alleviate the ongoing systematic human rights crisis in Colombia.  Partners in Colombia fear that the deal will even exacerbate the hemisphere’s worst human rights situation and we agree!

There is not much time to stop this deal, but it can be done with a little bit of effort from you!

WHAT CAN YOU DO? 

1. Send a letter to your MP urging them to oppose the Colombia free trade agreement: The NDP and Bloc Québécois have stated that they are opposed to this unjust trade deal but the Liberals remain divided. To help you write to your representative, check out the Canadian Labour Congress e-mail action at:  (http://canadianlabour.ca/en/canadian-labour-congress-action-centre/put-canada-colombia-free-trade-deal-hold). Spread the action to your friends and associates. If you need help with your letter, we have some suggested wording you could copy and paste from below. 
 

2. Adopt a Liberal: If you live in a NDP/BLOC Riding after writing to your representative, why not consider adopting a Liberal or two to target with a letter of concern. Don’t let the Liberals remain on the fence! Tell them it’s time to take a stand and say NO to the Canada-Colombia FTA !  Some Liberals to consider contacting: Scott Brison, Bob Rae, Marlene Jennings, Mario Silva, Justin Trudeau, John Cannis, and Michael Ignatieff. 

 

3. Participate in the Days of Prayer and Action for Colombia: Annually, Colombian churches encourage their Canadian and U.S. counterparts to come together in worship, reflection, prayer, and public action for justice and peace in Colombia.     Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) is providing an online packet of worship resources and advocacy material – including prayers, a bulletin insert and a sample letter to lawmakers – at mcc.org/us/washington/days. Additional articles and material about Colombia can be found at www.peaceincolombia.org.   This year the advocacy action in Canada focuses on the Canada-Colombia FTA.   The materials and advocacy action remain relevant throughout this campaign. We encourage you to share this information with your congregation, friends and family. 
 

4. Set up a meeting with your MP: Parliamentarians return to Ottawa on April 20 to continue debating the Canada-Colombia free trade agreement.  However, it still may be possible to set up meetings with your MP. Bring up the points in this action alert and those raised in the CLC’s “Top ten reasons why Canada should cancel Harper’s ‘free trade’ deal with Colombia,” found here: http://canadianlabour.ca/en/top-ten-reasons-why-canada-should-cancel-harpers-free-trade-deal-with-colombia. 
 

5. Invite the media to join you at your MP’s office: There has been very little coverage of the Canada-Colombia agreement. You might consider inviting a local journalist to your meeting with your MP, or sending out a press release announcing your meeting to local radio and television stations, as well as the community press. As well consider writing a letter to the editor, raising concerns about the Canada-Colombia FTA.  Be sure to keep us in the loop about your meetings and the impact they had 
 

6. Send a statement to your local co-op or community radio station: Many community radio stations will read out public service announcements for free. See below for a sample PSA on the Canada-Colombia deal, including the phone numbers and email addresses of key Liberal MPs that should be urged to oppose the deal. 

 

7. Sign the petition: NDP International Trade Critic Peter Julian, who sits on the International Trade committee, has produced a petition that can be circulated around your community. The MP has been bringing each week’s new petitions to the House floor to highlight Canadian opposition to the deal. You’ll find French and English versions of the petition that can be printed out here: http://peterjulian.ndp.ca/node/566. 
 

8. Participate in the Week of Action against the Canada-Colombia Free Trade Agreement: Various groups, including KAIROS, Make Poverty History, the Council of Canadians, Common Frontiers and Canada’s largest unions, are holding a national week of action against the deal when people are encouraged to phone key Liberal MPs leading up to the Liberal leadership convention in Vancouver at the beginning of May. (More details on this soon.) 
 

WHY KAIROS OPPOSES THE CANADA-COLOMBIA FREE TRADE AGREEMENT 

Colombia’s human rights record
There are many reasons to oppose this deal. First and foremost is Colombia’s horrendous human rights record. But as with other free trade and investment agreements like NAFTA, the Canada-Colombia deal contains more benefits for large and often environmentally destructive companies than it does for Colombia’s struggling democracy. It risks putting millions of small-scale farmers out of work as Canadian imports of wheat and other products enter the country, and it will further remove democratic control over development decisions from local communities, opening up more of the country to unchecked extractive industries and the accompanying environmental degradation. 

The Canadian government has repeatedly ignored testimonies and evidence from Colombian civil society partners

From Feb 9-21, 2009 KAIROS and several other groups hosted a delegation of Colombian civil society leaders to come to Canada and give testimonies about the human rights situation and potential impacts of a Canada –Colombia FTA.  At great risk to their own safety, members of COMOSOC travelled to Canada to speak to Canadians and members of the government, including International Trade Minister, Stockwell Day and Minister of State of Foreign Affairs, Peter Kent.   The Colombians brought evidence of the increase in extrajudicial killings, death threats against social leaders and killings of trade unionists. Minister Kent assured them that there would be an exhaustive study by the parliamentary committee on International Trade and that he would take into account their testimonies. He also said he would visit Colombia and meet with them.  Naturally, they assumed this meant before the introduction of implementation legislation.

 

Yet, the implementation legislation was introduced on March 26 and Minister Kent traveled to and returned from Colombia, without so much as a call to the undersigned Colombian social movements.   “Did Minister Kent and his advisors lose our phone numbers? Or are they simply trying to avoid the truth about the human rights situation in Colombia, because if they recognized the truth they could not possible go ahead with this deal,” stated Fr. Omar, a delegate on the tour and a member of the Coalition of social movements.   

 

For more information about the delegation see KAIROS website

www.kairoscanada.org
Unions and civilians targeted in government and paramilitary repression
Teachers, prison guards, agricultural, food and health care workers have been targeted for assassination by government-linked paramilitary death squads in Colombia. In fact, nearly 500 workers have been killed since President Alvaro Uribe came to power in 2002, and over four million have been displaced by the violence. According to Amnesty International, paramilitary groups responsible for most of the violence have not been demobilized as required in a 2003 law but have been “re-engineered” – and encouraged to become “civic guards” and provide military intelligence to government security forces.  Furthermore, here has been a recycling of paramilitary groups and they continue to terrorize, threaten and murder people under new names such as the “Aguilas Negras”.  In many neighbourhoods throughout Colombia, paramilitary maintain social, economic and military control. 

There were 46 union members killed in 2008 and 39 the year before – an 18 per cent increase, with impunity rates still soaring and a tiny conviction rate of three per cent. Extrajudicial killings were also up 71 per cent over that same period. Over 60 members of Colombia’s Congress, roughly 20 per cent, have come under criminal investigation for collaborating with paramilitaries. Nearly all of these individuals are members of President Uribe’s inner circle. 

Labour and democratic rights trumped by investor rights
The Canada-Colombia free trade agreement takes a page out of NAFTA and other bilaterals by granting companies new rights to challenge government measures that interfere with their profits – even measures designed to protect the environment or spur local development. Meanwhile, labour rights and environmental protection have been relegated to toothless side-agreements. 

What will be protected under the Canada-Colombia deal are the rights of Canadian companies, which in Colombia’s case include many mining and resource companies, to develop environmentally destructive projects with little community or government interference. In the agreement these companies gain access to an investor-state dispute process that allows them to challenge any government measure that interferes with their profit-making activity. Such rules under NAFTA have led to corporate challenges to provincial pesticide bylaws and democratic decisions against developments like a large-scale dump in Ontario or quarry in Nova Scotia. As Scott Sinclair of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives explains, “inserting these new investment rights into this deeply troubled [Colombian] context will, effectively, chill democratic dissent and tilt the scales further against already disadvantaged, excluded and victimized groups.” 

OPPOSITION AND SUPPORT FOR THE DEAL IN CANADA 

Although the new administration in the U.S. has decided to delay ratification due to human rights concerns, KAIROS is concerned that following the Easter break, our MPs will be given very little time to discuss the proposed Colombia trade deal before it is rushed through implementation. An unjustified accelerated process from beginning to end that has never made sense given the insignificant amount of trade between Canada and Colombia.

At the very least the government must take the time to carry out a thorough human rights impact assessment as a key component in the design of any future fair trade agreements in the Americas, a recommendation coming out of the all-party Standing Committee on International Trade that was blatantly ignored by the Conservative government 

For more information on the Canada-Colombia free trade agreement: 

Top ten reasons why Canada should cancel Harper’s “free trade” deal with Colombia: A publication/cartoon produced by the Canadian Labour Congress and available online: http://www.canadianlabour.ca/sites/clc/files/shared/tenreasonsEnfinal.pdf. 

Making a Bad Situation Worse: An Analysis of the Text of the Canada-Colombia Free Trade Agreement, a briefing report prepared by the Canadian Council for International Cooperation, Canadian Association of Labour Lawyers, Canadian Labour Congress and Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives: http://www.ccic.ca/e/docs/making_a_bad_situation_worse_long_version.pdf. 

Amnesty International: Various articles about Colombia’s so-called demobilization of paramilitary groups: http://www.amnestyusa.org/countries/colombia/demobilization/index.html. 

For more information contact: Rusa Jeremic, Global Economic Justice Program Coordinator, rjeremic@kairoscanada.org 416.463.5312, ext. 225 or Rachel Warden, Global Partnerships, Latin America Program Coordinator, rwarden@kairoscanada.org 416.463.5312, ext. 242
THANKS for your ongoing support and dedication to the people of Colombia and their struggle for peace with justice!
 
