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Over the past decade activists opposed to ‘trade’ liberalisation have tended to focus on the World Trade Organization (WTO) and its implications for social justice, poverty, the environment and national sovereignty. The threat posed by the rapid growth of second and third generation bilateral and regional free trade and investment agreements was often less well understood. That has now changed.
 This strategy workshop aims to build a more sophisticated understanding of the forces that are continuing to drive that trend and reflect on the diverse experiences of resistance within the region as the basis for developing more coherent and effective national, sub-regional, regional and sectoral strategies.

Since the 1970s transnational corporations have been demanding a hegemonic regime that would enhance capital accumulation by removing constraints on their profitability, create new markets and entrench neoliberal policies. From the late 1970s to the mid-1990s their efforts were focused at the multilateral level. The pursuit of bilateral and regional ‘free trade’ agreements is more recent, but these have rapidly overtaken the WTO in their scope and the depth of liberalization. In 1990 there were 16 FTAs operating internationally. By 1997, two years after the WTO was created, that had risen to 72 and spread more widely across Europe, the Americas, Asia Pacific and parts of Africa. In 2003, as the Doha round floundered, a staggering 162 had been signed, with a huge increase in the number that crossed geographical regions. Many more were being negotiated or proposed. At the end of 2004, 72 FTA projects involving APEC members were underway.
  
Predictably, the most active demandeurs are the US and European Union. Japan, China and India have been late entrants. It is also significant that in 2000 there has been only one agreement that was negotiated between developed countries since 2000, being the US Australia FTA. The rest were North/South or less commonly, South/South.

This surge of bilateral and regional negotiations created a new momentum for neoliberal globalization as the multilateral system stalled. But this momentum disguises fundamental contradictions. These multiple agreements reflect different models of capitalist expansion, and the competing power politics and hegemonic aspirations of larger powers. Their coverage and terms are uneven, making integration of the multiplicity of agreements almost impossible.  Moreover, if governments try to implement all the current and proposed agreements they will create major social, economic and political conflict. These contradictions echo, and are likely to intensify, the instability and vulnerability of the multilateral ‘trade’ agenda. Resistance can be expected to intensify as ‘trade’ negotiations more explicitly combine the military, strategic and economic objectives of the major powers.

The South Centre’s Executive Director Yash Tandon divides Regional Trade Agreements (RTAs, the term used by the WTO) into three types: (1) ‘integrative partnerships’ where partners have compatible interests and work on the principles of solidarity and subsidiarity to benefit the weakest members; (2) ‘enforced partnerships’ where one side dictates the terms and the other side either has to ‘take it or leave it’; and (3) ‘structured regionalism’ where the partnership is enforced and located in structures that are linked to historical relationships, such as the agreements between the EU and the Africa, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries.
 But even South/South ‘integrative partnerships’ have to follow WTO rules if one or more of their parties are WTO members. WTO-compatible agreements mean WTO+ rules and commitments. 

It has become fashionable to promote South/South integration as a collective strategy for poorer countries to fend off major power aggressors. But these initiatives are also problematic. They have their own internal power relations, often reinforcing the dominance of the largest regional state. Increasingly, economic integration initiatives distort groupings that were created for broader reasons, making them vehicles for neoliberal globalization and repressive security policies. What is represented as a South/South regional agenda can also be externally imposed, such as the regional Economic Partnership Agreements with the EU under the Cotonou Agreement 2000, or be designed by the international financial institutes, as with NEPAD in Africa. South/South agreements that have the potential to create a genuinely unified counter-force often become targets for major powers to divide and rule; the sub-regional agreements pursued by the US in the Andean community and Central America are classic examples of this strategy. The ability to create genuinely alternative integration models is constrained by the requirement of WTO-compatibility, unless governments are prepared to confront the current hegemonic model. So far, only a handful of Latin American states are willing to do so.

FTAs AND THE WTO

There have been three waves of regional and bilateral ‘trade’ agreements, all of which are directly related to crises in the multilateral trade arena. During the first two phases, the major powers used FTAs to advance their positions at the multilateral level and secure their regional hegemony. The third wave has been much broader in scope and geographical reach. With the WTO now in a perpetual state of crisis, FTAs may remain the primary focus, whatever the outcome of the Doha round.

The first phase began in 1985 with the launch of negotiations for the Canada US FTA (CUSFTA). This aimed to secure US access to Canada’s energy resources and guarantee protections for US corporations. The USTR used CUSFTA and an ‘in principle’ free trade agreement with Israel as leverage to include ‘new issues’ of services and investment measures in the Uruguay round mandate. The European Union was also expanding and deepening its internal integration. However, the Europeans’ preference for regional integration, harmonisation and mutual recognition through political, executive and judicial institutions was very different from the liberalization model of both CUSFTA and the Uruguay round.  Australia and New Zealand also signed a Closer Economic Relations free trade agreement in goods in 1983 and in services in 1988. These fed into the Uruguay round, where both countries were aggressive liberalisers.  

The Uruguay round began in 1986. By the late 1980s it was paralysed, primarily over agriculture. This prompted a second burst of regionalism focused on three axes: the Americas, Europe and Asia (Africa was irrelevant). 

The extension of CUSFTA to Mexico through the North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1993 was seen as the state-of-the-art alternative to the agreements that were emerging from the Uruguay round. The investment chapter covered goods and services, with rights for investors to initiate disputes for ‘takings’ (government measures tantamount to an expropriation). It used a negative list approach to services and investment, with sectoral chapters on finance, telecoms and energy. In 1994 the US announced its plan to extend NAFTA on a hemispheric basis through a Free Trade Area of the Americas.

The second axis was Europe. Member states of the European Community approved the Maastricht Treaty in 1991. When it came into force in 1993 the European Union constituted a massive internal market with free movement of goods, persons, services and capital, with the potential both to expand its membership and deepen its integration.  

Australia, New Zealand and Japan feared being left behind as these two blocs consolidated their power. Australia initiated the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum in 1989, including the ASEAN countries and (after pressure) the US and Canada. In 1994 APEC members adopted the ‘Bogor goal’ of free trade and investment in goods and services among its richer member ‘economies’ by 2010 and the remainder by 2020. Malaysia, supported by most members of ASEAN, insisted that this goal was voluntary and non-binding. In 1995 APEC members agreed to table annual Individual Action Plans (IAP) setting out their progress towards achieving the liberalisation goal, and Collective Action Plans to promote the economic cooperation objectives of APEC. The IAPs reflected the Anglo-American preference for liberalisation and opening of markets, while the economic cooperation agenda was preferred by Japan and ASEAN. The concept of ‘open regionalism’ was intended to demonstrate support for the multilateral arena, as opposed to the development of new preferential arrangements in North America and Europe.

These developments were followed by a period of inertia in the mid-1990s as the WTO became established. The US goal of a FTAA met sustained resistance. The Europeans signed many bilaterals, but these were mainly to pre-condition Eastern European countries for entry to the EU. APEC expanded to the three Chinas, Russia and much of Latin America, but was little more than a talk shop and earned the title ‘Aging Politicians Enjoying Cocktails’. 

The current tidal wave of bilateral negotiations began in the wake of the Asian financial crisis and the failure to launch a new round of WTO negotiations at the Seattle ministerial in 1999. It was propelled by diverse motives.  

The major powers began a cycle of competitive bilateralism. The current European Commission’s ‘External Competitiveness’ strategy proposed in 2006 takes a two-track approach to advance the interests of capital internally and externally through a coherent neoliberal regime. The Commission insists that increasing the EU’s external competitiveness requires domestic reform and greater competition, deregulation and flexibility within Europe. The Seattle to Brussels network of NGOs describes the strategy as ‘more competition, more flexibilisation, more deregulation. Good bye European model, here is globalisation for all’.

The second tier of the European strategy is to export its preference for regional economic and political integration as the basis for poorer countries to engage more effectively in the global economy. The rhetoric of ‘development partnerships’ is used to expand the agenda beyond trade and investment to a broader menu of policies that were rejected at the WTO. It also justifies the alignment of trade and aid, often through technical assistance and capacity building that creates policies and opportunities for its transnationals. 

The EU has systematically revisited its historic North/South relationships to allow it to refocus on new sites of commercial opportunity in Africa and Eastern Europe, and later India and Latin America.
 This began with an assault on the Lomé preferences on goods that were enjoyed by former European colonies in Africa, the Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) states. Under the Cotonou Agreement 2000 these preferences will be replaced by reciprocal Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs). The EC dictated a regional divide and rule approach that divided the ACP into sub-regions and cut across existing regional initiatives. The Commission refuses to extend the oppressive deadline of 31 December 2007, which is dictated by the expiry of a WTO waiver for the existing trade in goods preferences. This is despite the overwhelming evidence that this would cripple ACP economies and the requirement in Cotonou that it consider alternatives that ensure that no ACP country is worse off under an EPA.

The EPA negotiations have allowed the EU to develop and refine its template, including the ‘new issues’ of investment, government procurement and competition that the ACP governments defeated in Cancun. The Commission insists the EPAs must provide for liberalization of services, even though Article 41 says this should occur ‘after they have acquired some experience in applying MFN treatment under the GATS’. Most ACP countries have minimal GATS commitments. Many are least developed countries. Some, especially in the Pacific, are not even WTO members. Draft services chapters presented to the Pacific and Caribbean negotiators sought aggressive GATS+ commitments and described this as a ‘not-to-be-missed opportunity’ for ACP states ‘to foster the development of their own services’.
 

The Commission has negotiated a separate agreement on ‘trade, development and cooperation’ with South Africa, again cutting across the Southern Africa Customs Union and the South African Development Community. Continuing the euphemism of ‘economic partnership’, the Europeans have strategically targeted entry points through Mexico, Chile and South Africa, with its eyes set on Mercosur, India, South Korea and ASEAN. 

The US has more explicitly pursued strategic alliances in diverse parts of the world to reward its allies and secure both its geopolitical and economic supremacy. USTR Robert Zoellick responded to the EU’s African strategy with threats that the US ‘will seek to level the playing field in areas where U.S. exporters are disadvantaged by the European’s free trade agreement with South Africa’.
 One African commentator drew parallels with ‘the 1884 Berlin conference, where developed nations scrambled for African resources and markets’.
 

Unlike the EU, the US FTAs follow the more traditional model of trade and investment liberalization. The US typically offer selective access to US markets that protects its sensitive sectors, stretching the WTO rules to defend its domestic political and economic interests. Increasingly, it also imposes foreign policy conditionalities on trade preferences to poorer and dependent countries. 

The US became more active in seeking FTAs out of concern that new trade and investment regimes were being created over which it had no control. When Zoellick asked Congress to renew the president’s ‘fast track’ negotiating authority in 2002 he warned that ‘each [bilateral] agreement made without us may set new rules for … countless areas of the modern, integrated economy – rules that will be made without taking account of American interests’.

The US objectives extend far beyond the interests of their corporations. Freed from the relative constraints of the WTO, its economic and security objectives have converged. The first free trade agreement after NAFTA was a politically motivated deal with Jordan in 2000.
 US ‘security alliance diplomacy’ intensified post ‘9/11’.  Other US allies seemed eager to prove their fidelity by matching military sacrifice with economic surrender. The US Australia FTA was a ‘reward’ to Australia’s liberal government for its support of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars – yet merchandise trade figures showed the US was the major economic beneficiary in the first two years and it continued to attack concessions it agreed to on cultural services and medicare.
 

Governments within Asia and the Pacific have very diverse motivations for entering FTAs. Ideologically driven free traders, such as Australia and New Zealand, initially promoted bilaterals for their ‘demonstration effect’ in maintaining the momentum of neoliberal globalization as the multilateral process stalled. More recently, they have sought to consolidate their access to markets where they risk being disadvantaged by other regional or other bilaterals arrangements. 

Bilaterals are justified by larger regional players, such as Singapore (alongside South Africa, Chile), as a means to establish their credentials as a regional hub and entry point for foreign investors. This is often supported by sub-regional or regional agreements that provide ‘spokes’ that can be supplied from the ‘hub’. 

New economic powerhouses of China and India have begun strategically exploring their options, beginning with their neighbours (China with Hong Kong and Macau, India with South Asia). Japan has been slowly testing the waters, starting with ASEAN members such as the Philippines and Thailand. 

The attitude of ASEAN members reflects their continued economic, political and ideological diversity. A growing number of ASEAN members have entered into FTAs outside the bloc, usually for fear being isolated or disadvantaged vis-à-vis their trade and investment competitors, especially in accessing larger markets. With Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir no longer there to obstruct the process, there has also been a shift within ASEAN towards stronger commitments under ASEAN plus three (China, Japan and Korea). As of June 2007 ASEAN was in negotiations with China, Japan, Korea, the EU, India and jointly with Australia and New Zealand. 

WTO COMPATIBILITY

Bilaterals are attractive to powerful states because they can tailor the content in ways that are impossible in the WTO. They can also be selective about which countries they make deals with, using them as ‘rewards’ and withholding them as ‘punishment’ (outcomes that are generally deceptive when the sum impacts are evaluated). Bilaterals also provide the legal space to expand the WTO rules. 

What the WTO describes as Regional Trade Agreements (RTAs) must satisfy the vague wording of GATT Article XXIV and GATS Article V. The GATT Article XXIV requires RTAs to provide WTO-plus liberalization in (undefined) ‘substantially all trade’, with new commitments to be implemented immediately or within an (again undefined) ‘reasonable time-frame’. 

For services, RTAs must have (undefined) ‘substantial’ sectoral coverage and eliminate or phase out, and prevent their introduction of, ‘substantially all discrimination’ (also undefined) in those sectors, within an (undefined) ‘reasonable time-frame’. Barriers to non-parties cannot be raised ‘overall’. These rules apply so long as one of the parties to the RTA is a developed country. Where the agreement is between a developed and developing country the GATS provides greater, but again undefined, flexibility in coverage and implementation. There is no comparable leeway for agreements between developed and developing countries under the GATT. However, the enabling clause of the GATT provides more flexibility where an RTA in goods only involves developing countries. South/South agreements are still required to operate within the trade liberalization paradigm.

The more powerful party in the negotiations routinely manipulates these opaque rules to its advantage. Parties are required to notify the Council on Trade in Goods or Services, so it can investigate and report on compliance, and provide periodic reports on implementation. Many agreements have never been notified, probably because the process is totally dysfunctional. Only one report has ever been forwarded from the Council on Goods to the General Council, because different members support different interpretations and have a vested interest in maintaining the current ambiguity. A recent review of these provisions, under paragraph 29 of the Doha work programme, has produced provisional rules on notification and review of goods and services agreements, but not on their interpretation.
 

The WTO rules set minima, not maxima, for RTAs. Vague as they are, they ensure that agreements involving WTO members maintain the neoliberal paradigm, contain WTO-plus elements, and can reduce the already limited WTO flexibilities. Further, they can include a range of non-WTO issues, commonly eroding the resistance of the South within the WTO in a cynical exercise of divide and rule.

THE EXAMPLE OF GATS+ FTAs

A WTO study on services in 2006 reveals how the US, especially, uses preferential free trade agreements to secure WTO+ outcomes. The review of the mode 1 and 3 commitments in 28 RTAs signed since 2000 shows a higher number of commitments in bilaterals for all sectors, except for health, than in even the new GATS 2000 offers.
 First time and ‘improved’ commitments were made in key infrastructure areas, such as financial services and telecoms, and in the traditionally sensitive areas of education and audiovisual. These commitments often matched or exceeded the GATS 2000 plurilateral requests made in 2006. There was some evidence of ‘new liberalizations’ (rather than locking in the status quo). Most of these involved the phasing out of laws and regulations by specified dates. 

Predictably, the US agreements contain the broadest and deepest commitments: ‘the US, a key services demandeur and also signatory to many PTAs, has gotten very significant access in various services where its industry sees particular interest, e.g., financial services, express delivery, distribution, audiovisual.’
 Countries that use negative lists -- primarily those involving the US - are more likely to lock in their existing levels of liberalization. They also pre-empt new regulation that is more restrictive, including any regulation of currently unregulated service activities, such as digital technologies. Smaller, especially developing, countries tend to go furthest. Agreements that do not involve the US have lower levels of GATS+ content. Developed countries make fewer new commitments and their sensitive areas (maritime and some professions for the US, audiovisual for the Europeans) remain protected. 

The WTO officials interpret these outcomes as evidence that services exporters are more easily convinced of the gains from FTAs than they are with the GATS. They suggest this adds political impetus to the bilaterals that helps their advocates to overcome domestic and institutional resistance. Further, governments may also be holding back from making GATS 2000 offers to maximise their bargaining coin in the bilaterals. The absence of North/North agreements meant the GATS is likely to remain an important arena for liberalization commitments between the major powers. But if the US gets what it wants through bilaterals, its diminishing appetite for the GATS could reduce the scope for trade offs in the broader Doha round.

Many pro-liberalisation commentators have fretted about the implications of RTAs for multilateralism.
 WTO documents now prefer to argue that bilaterals can act ‘as laboratories for change and innovation and may provide guidance for the adoption of new trade disciplines at the multilateral level’.
 There is plenty of evidence of that kind of experimentation. But while these all produce WTO+ outcomes they also add to the inconsistencies and incoherence of the ‘global’ regime. 

Three different types of architecture have been identified: the standard GATS model; the NAFTA approach; and a hybrid that seeks to apply the same rules to all investments and all modes of services supply. Sector specific chapters and disciplines are becoming more common, variously covering air transport, movement of persons, financial services and telecoms, e-commerce and government procurement. New architectures are being introduced that cut across WTO subject divisions.
 Occasionally, governments also use bilaterals to claw back previous commitments on politically sensitive issues, such as audio-visuals and culture or indigenous rights, and attach largely meaningless side agreements or exchanges of letters on labour and environmental standards.

Every item on the corporate shopping list for a GATS+ agreement was contained in at least one bilateral agreement: 

· WTO+ coverage of investment, government procurement, competition and e-commerce; 

· new liberalization; 

· negative list commitments to standstill and rollback of restrictions, with a ratchet to lock in further liberalization; 

· services within investment chapters that protected against expropriation and allowed investor enforcement; 

· comprehensive and uniform model schedules; 

· clusters of high quality, comprehensive commitments; 

· updated reclassification of services; 

· stronger disciplines on domestic regulation; 

· transparency requirements of prior consultation on new regulations; and 

· scheduled reviews to improve commitments.

FTAs AND APEC

During the 1990s, activists in the Asia and Pacific targeted APEC annual meetings and successfully exposed its reckless neoliberal agenda, and the repression of local communities and human rights just to provide an extravaganza for the region’s political and business élite. In recent years, APEC-watchers have rather complacently treated the grouping as irrelevant. APEC is easy to dismiss. It has no institutional structure or binding legal agreements. It has set the ambitious ‘Bogor goal’ for free trade and investment that remains ‘voluntary and non-binding’. Yet APEC’s informality and flexibility may be its major advantage, as its proponents often claim.

From 1999 APEC slowly emerged from its near death experience in a different, but temporarily more effective, form. This was not immediately apparent. The 1999 meeting was only saved from being a disaster for the New Zealand host by the brokering of a political deal with Indonesia on East Timor. This set a precedent for political, rather than economic, issues to dominate the leaders’ meetings. That political element intensified after September 2001 as the US insisted that security and terrorism took centre stage, justifying market-driven strategies such as the STAR initiative (Secure Trade in the APEC Region). APEC’s defenders tried to portray it as a low-key regional version of the G-8. At the same time, the member governments still insisted they were meeting as ‘economies’, so they could screen out broader considerations of social justice and human rights, and redefine labour issues as human resource development. 

The role of APEC in promoting neoliberal globalization refocused on what New Zealand officials dubbed the ‘Trojan Horse’ strategy. APEC’s evangelists aimed to achieve the Bogor goals and revitalize the WTO from below by negotiating WTO-plus agreements among themselves. Soon after the Vancouver APEC meeting in 1997 had failed to agree on voluntary sectoral liberalisation and the East Asian crisis altered perceptions of the regional and global economy, New Zealand promoted the ambitious proposal for a Pacific 5 (Singapore, New Zealand, Australia, Chile and the US). The US and Australia were unenthusiastic. So New Zealand and Singapore, as small-country free traders, began negotiations for a bilateral agreement. Singapore was especially keen to distance itself from the ‘failed’ East Asian economies. Australia, Chile, Thailand, Mexico and Hong Kong China subsequently embraced the bilateral strategy. Meanwhile, the US was pursuing FTAs with many of the same countries, outside APEC, as part of its own geo-political strategy. 

A number of ASEAN governments (notably Indonesia, Philippines and Malaysia) did not support the ‘Trojan Horse’ strategy, seeing FTAs as breaking down ASEAN’s solidarity and the prospects for an East Asia Economic Caucus – an idea that Mahathir had actively promoted by since the mid-1990s with implicit support from other ASEAN countries. This has been slowly moving forward. The ASEAN-plus-3 dialogue was institutionalised in 1999. 

Thailand, under WTO Director-General-elect Supachai Panitchpakdi, was more favourably disposed to FTAs in general, including within ASEAN. The region’s new economic powerhouse, the People’s Republic of China, was also warming to the idea. A China-ASEAN Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Economic Co-operation was promoted by Supachai and Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji and signed in 2002. This agreed to an ‘early harvest’ of tariff cuts by China in favour of ASEAN, ahead of those for other WTO members, and a China-ASEAN FTA to be implemented in 2010. This would potentially create the third largest free trade area in the world. 

The Anglo-American lobby was once again worried about being left out. In 2004, at the annual APEC trade ministers meeting in Chile, there was a push from the US, Australia, New Zealand, Chile, Singapore, Taipei and Canada to blend these initiatives into an Asia Pacific FTA - something the APEC business lobby (APEC Business Advisory Group or ABAC) argued would help to overcome the ‘spaghetti bowl’ effect of the FTAs. China, Japan, Malaysia and Indonesia sunk the idea. However, Australia and New Zealand did secure agreement from ASEAN in November 2004 to launch negotiations for a combined FTA in 2005.

As of 2007 all APEC members are involved in some kind of FTA negotiations. Governments still routinely commission crude econometric studies that project huge and fanciful gains, with no pretence of genuine social impact assessments (with the notable exception of Thailand’s human right commission on the US-Thai FTA). When pressed, trade officials often concede that the motives are more strategic than economic. As noted above, negotiations between the US and Chile, Singapore, Thailand and South Korea were largely influenced by geo-political relationships. China and Japan have competing hegemonic aspirations that are apparent in their approach to regional deals, and specific priorities in energy and e-services. Countries that agree to negotiate with China, especially ASEAN, seem more concerned about the process of developing their relationship than they are about the economic (and social) outcome. As noted earlier, Singapore and Chile justify the agreements as a way to sell themselves as platforms into their regions by providing to foreign investors with guaranteed ‘high quality’ neoliberal regimes. Then there is the ideological ‘demonstration effect’. The neoliberal evangelists believe that creating a critical mass will help them to pressure other countries to join for fear of being left out, and reduce the influence of domestic opposition. 

RESISTANCE

A decade after the tsunami of bilaterals emerged, they have become sites of resentment from subordinated governments and of resistance from people’s movements. The second generation FTAs, and the third generation agreements that include security conditionalities, are already being submerged in the same complex dynamics that have beset the multilateral level.  

First, the process of competitive liberalisation is potentially counter-productive for capital because it produces competing models of FTAs that cannot be integrated. On one hand, the bilaterals expand the reach of transnational corporations and finance capital. At the same time, their fragmentation and incoherence frustrates the quest to develop coherent rules to advance global capital accumulation. Back in 1995 Jagdish Bhagwati predicted that a ‘spaghetti bowl’ of inconsistent, overlapping and partial agreements would be inefficient to negotiate and undermine multilateralism.
 The WTO’s 10-year review in 2005 echoed that view. 

Second, the major powers treat bilaterals as instruments of geopolitical power to reshape the world in their interests. Poorer countries are treated as the pawns in a global chess game. These power asymmetries in the negotiating process, and in the predictable impacts of the agreements, are much more visible and identifiable with bilaterals than at the multilateral level. Those negotiations more vulnerable to collapse than obtuse talks among 150 countries in Geneva where they can be effectively targeted; but they are also easier to achieve where there is weak resistance from within one or both countries.

Third, democratic deficits are also more blatant. Governments commonly announce the start of negotiations, make periodic reports on progress and engage in real consultation with business and cosmetic consultation with communities. The rest of the process is conducted in secret. Because it is bilateral, the partisan promotion of the interests of foreign and domestic elites is more obvious. The intention to bypass democratic institutions, constitutional safeguards and socio-cultural priorities is also more easily exposed. 

Fourth, many of these negotiations resurrect historic struggles against imperial powers. The hemispheric mobilization of social movements that maintains pressure on the governments of Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela and Bolivia to keep the FTAA paralysed is a campaign against US imperialism. Equally, the fight to stop a Philippine US FTA resonates with popular struggles against centuries of exploitation and foreign occupation. European neo-colonialism is a constant source of outrage across the ACP countries and in Europe.

A further destabilizing factor is the expiry of the US President’s fast track negotiating authority, which effectively ran out on 31 March 2007. Whether it will be resurrected depends primarily on the campaigns of allies within the US, and the insistence on terms for agreements that the US Congress will deem unacceptable. That may include the refusal of the non-US party to include labour and environmental standards in the agreements. How the fast track factor plays out seems to reflect local politics and geopolitical relationships. The US Malaysian FTA was a casualty of effective lobbying against a negative list on services, smaller scale mobilisations and the Cabinet’s refusal to end sensitive preferences for indigenous Malays. By contrast, the militant mobilizations of South Korean farmers, trade unionists, students, cultural activists and others failed to prevent a deal with the US at the final hour. 

The fate of bilaterals ultimately depends on governments, and governments change. The Venezuelan government of Hugo Chavez withdrew from the Andean community in 2006 and joined the South-South Mercosur. His Bolivarian Alternative for the Peoples of America is a direct challenge to the FTAA. In May 2006 Venezuela, Bolivia and Cuba signed an alternative People’s Trade Agreement ‘as a means toward development with social justice in the framework of genuine fraternal Latin American and Caribbean integration’.
 The coup against Thailand’s Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra in September 2006 saw negotiations for a US-Thailand FTA suspended indefinitely. When the unelected military rulers opted to sign the less publicised Japan-Thailand EPA without a parliamentary vote or public hearings, the opposition lodged a judicial challenge to their legal authority.

Other dynamics and potential to intervene effectively are less well understood. This is especially so with the regional hegemons of China, India and Japan. 

The strategy workshop aims to share our understanding of these and other forces, and to enhance our shared capacity to intervene effectively over the next decade. There are a number of key areas that need to be addressed:

What is new about the substantive content of FTAs in services and foreign investment, food systems and natural resources, manufacturing, intellectual property, and security? How will these new developments impact on workers, women, indigenous peoples, rural communities, the urban poor? How can they be mobilised around/against?

What are the key issues of substance and strategy posed by the FTAs as seen from the perspectives of women, labour, peasants and fishers, environmentalists themselves? How can we link analysis and strategies to hot issues, such as water, food and GMOs, biodiversity, education, public services?

What are the objectives of the imperialist powers in the Asia Pacific? How is competitive bilateralism between the US and EU playing out now and how is it likely to develop? What are the links to militarization? How can links between social movements across countries and issues be strengthened to expose these linkages and deepen resistance?

What role is Australia playing as the US Deputy Sheriff, and with New Zealand in the recolonisation of the Pacific Islands through ‘trade’ negotiations? How is this linked to political instability and militarization within the islands? What kinds of resistance are evident in the Islands and how can these be strengthened through alliances with activists in the region?

How are the corporations organising to advance their interests in the FTAs on a national, subregional, sectoral and regional level? Are there key players whose records can be exposed to provide the basis for education and campaigns? Are there key forums that can become sites of mobilisations?

How do we understand the role of the rising regional power of China? What is China’s current objective in FTAs? Can we project how it is likely to develop? How will competition between China and the imperialist powers affect the current trends in FTAs? What are the domestic impacts of its economic strategy and how are their people mobilising around them? What does South-South integration really mean in this context? How will agreements with China impact on labor, local industry, energy and natural resources? Are there different strategies that are needed to resist? 

How should we understand other forms of regional cooperation, such as ASEAN and APEC, and the role of other hegemons like Japan and India? Is there a difference in between those that are South-South and those that are North-South and how we should strategise around them? What opportunities are there for collaboration in analysis and resistance?
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