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EPAs: A threat to workers

New deals, new danger
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The EU is negotiating new trade
deals with 75 poor countries in
Africa, the Caribbean and the
Pacific, known as the ACP. Many 
of the world’s poorest countries 
are in this group, including 39 
out of 46 of the world’s Least
Developed Countries. Most of 
these countries are former colonies. 

What are these new trade 
deals?
The new deals are called Economic
Partnership Agreements, or EPAs.
These agreements are supposed 
to be good for poor countries 
and help them develop. But the
proposals on the table look set to
have the opposite effect. They go
beyond any of the most damaging
proposals that have been under
discussion at world trade talks. At
the same time, the ACP countries’
wishes for the deals to focus on
development are being ignored. 

What is the timeframe?
Talks began back in 2002. The EU is
pushing for the agreements to be
signed off in 2007, and to be put into
effect from 2008. This is despite the
fact that “the full consequences of the
EPA are still unknown even at this
state of the negotiations.” (Dr Mobido,
Minister of Commerce, Nigeria).

What will the deals 
involve?
EPAs will force developing countries
to open their markets to
competition with EU industries and
agricultural products. In return
those countries would continue to
have access to EU markets.

How will EPAs hurt poor 
countries?
Vulnerable farmers, producers and

businesses in some of the world’s
poorest countries will be pitted
against those in the richest EU
countries. Developing countries have
much to lose, and little to gain.

The result of the deals could be
devastating: 

� massive job losses 
� deteriorating working conditions
� reduced spending on health 

and education as revenues slump for
developing country governments

Why should trade 
unionists care?
For trade unionists, the threats
raised by these trade agreements
go to the heart of the global
struggle for social and economic
justice. Workers’ livelihoods and
hard won rights are at risk as their
countries’ economies are opened 
to EU competition. Standards and
working conditions look set to be
lowered in a ‘race to the bottom’.
Trade unions across the ACP are
mobilising to counter this threat
and they need your help.

We urgently need to demand that

EU governments stop the deals
going ahead in their current form.
Alternative trade deals should be
developed to enable developing
countries and poor people to
benefit from trade, without
threatening jobs and livelihoods.

“The time of reckoning has come and therefore
we need to have choices.”
Ambassador Gunessee, Mauritius

“Our development needs and concerns have not
been taken on board as they ought to be by the
European Union. Government officials, members
of Parliament, civil society increasingly agree
that the EPAs ought to be challenged.”
Mr Diop, Minister of Trade, Senegal
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What’s dangerous about these deals?

EU driving the agenda
The way the agreements are being
negotiated between these unequal
partners is seriously flawed. The
European Commission has used its
political and economic clout to
dictate the pace and terms of the
negotiations. ACP countries all too
often lack the capacity to ensure
they are getting the best deal for
their citizens as the negotiations
steam ahead. 

The ACP have voiced their objections
to the negotiations from the start.
They say they are not strong
enough to be thrown in to open
competition with EU multinationals
They have seen what liberalisation
has done in the past, and they are
not ready for more. But many ACP
countries also rely on aid from the
EU which makes it difficult for them
to play hard-ball.  

The sheer speed of the proposed
liberalisation is another major concern.
The EU is pushing for ACP countries
to open their markets too far, too fast.
Its proposed timescale for opening
up ‘substantially all trade’ with the
ACP countries within as little as ten-
to-twelve years, ignores whether or
not the deals will actually help to
meet internationally agreed targets
for ending poverty. 

Given these concerns, it is crucial
that countries have the opportunity
to carry out full impact assessments
to understand how the proposed
deals will affect jobs and whether
or not they will help to tackle
poverty. To conclude negotiations
without having first completed such
impact studies would be to put the
‘cart before the horse’ and to commit
ACP citizens to a ‘blank cheque’ as
warned by the Senegalese Minister
of Trade, speaking in October 2006.
Yet with the deals to be signed by
the end of 2007, there is a real
danger of this happening.

Unfair competition
The deals will push ‘liberalisation’
and free trade on poor countries.
Translated, that means developing
country governments could be forced
to open their markets to imports from
the EU, and to privatise essential
public services, such as water,
health, and education. This could
undermine their ability to meet the
Millennium Development Goals.

When markets are opened up,
vulnerable farmers and producers
in some of the world’s poorest
countries will be pitted against
those in the richest EU countries. 
Industries and producers unable to
compete with EU imports will face
devastation. The impact on wages
and jobs could be massive. EPAs 
will make it harder for countries 
to work their way out of poverty.

“The EC’s apparent mandate [is] to push forward
with trade liberalisation while refusing to address
ACP priorities […] particularly measures aimed 
at promoting development […] The sudden loss
of revenue is likely to create much hardship and
possibly lead to social dislocation as the burden
will fall disproportionately on the poor.”
Dame Billie Miller, Chair of the ACP Ministerial Trade Committee and
Minister of Foreign Trade of Barbados
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Bitter experience
Many countries know from bitter
experience how opening up their
markets can hit jobs and industries:

� In Zambia, trade barriers were 
drastically cut or scrapped 
altogether between 1992 and 
1997 as a condition of a loan 
from the International Monetary
Fund. During this time, 
manufacturing jobs almost 
halved.

� More than 30,000 Nigerian 
textile workers lost their jobs 
following liberalisation under 
World Trade Organisation rules, 
coupled with economic conditions 
imposed by the International 
Monetary Fund. 

� 90,000 jobs in the leather 
industry were lost after 
liberalisation policies were 
followed in Kenya, and the 
dairy processing industry 
collapsed.

� Manufacturing jobs in Ghana 

plunged from 78,700 in 1987 
to 28,000 in 1993 after the local 
market was opened up to cheap 
consumer imports.

A race to the bottom?
In the past, strong doses of
liberalisation have driven down
working conditions:

� Labour standards in Madagascar’s 
footwear industry were hit hard 
after their government embraced 
free trade policies in the late 
1980s. Two thirds of the workers 
in this industry are women. 
They complain that they are 
pressurised to work beyond their 
normal hours, sometimes being 
told in the last hour of their shift 
that they have to stay at work 
overnight.

� Normal working hours in 
footwear factories in South 
Africa have increased since free 
trade policies were adopted. 
Jobs that were once permanent 

have become casual.

� In order to compete in the race 
to the bottom many developing 
countries have had to accept the 
principle of creating Economic 
Processing Zones where labour 
standards are deliberately waived 
to attract foreign investment, 
meaning few benefits actually 
reach the people.

The original agreement paving 
the way for EPAs included a
commitment to internationally
recognised core labour standards,
as defined by the International
Labour Organisation (ILO)
conventions. But it is hard to 
see how this commitment will 
be kept. EU negotiators appear
much keener on forcing market
opening measures on ACP 
countries than they do on 
agreeing provisions that will 
assist countries to implement 
and enforce ILO labour standards.

“Too rapid trade
liberalisation between
the EU and the ACP
could have a negative
impact on vulnerable
ACP economies and
states, precisely at 
a time when the
international
community should 
be doing its utmost 
to support states in
their drive to meet
the Millennium
Development Goals.”
Report of European Parliament
Development Committee, March
2006 
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Job losses
In addition to worsening terms 
and conditions, research suggests
the proposed deals could trigger
waves of further job losses across
the ACP countries:

� Unions in Togo fear that an EPA 
will lead to company closures 
and job losses. The sectors that 
are expected to benefit from 
an agreement, such as coffee 
and cotton, employ a small 
number of workers, and are 
dominated by foreign capital.

In particular, manufacturing jobs
could be threatened if governments
are forced to remove tariffs on
those sectors and if current rules
allowing governments to favour
local businesses and their workers
are outlawed:

� In Kenya, manufactured products,
such as fertiliser, cement, paper 
products, footwear, and 
insecticides, are likely to face 
competition from EU producers 
once tariffs are reduced. This 
threatens to scupper recent 
attempts by Kenya to revive 
its manufacturing sector. 

� Competition from the EU is likely 
to shrink the local manufacturing 
sector in Uganda.

� Research suggests that 
employment in Mauritius 
could drop by around 12%, 
with women’s jobs and jobs 
in manufacturing likely to be 
the worst hit by competition 
from the EU.

Spending cuts
Developing country governments will
see their income drop under proposals
for them to cut import taxes, known
as ‘tariffs’, on goods entering their
country. These taxes form a third 
or more of government revenue 
for many ACP countries – valuable
income for countries with large

who often have take on extra
responsibilities as care-givers 
when state provision is reduced.

� One study suggests that more 
than 19% of total government 
revenue will be lost in Guinea 
Bissau and Cape Verde.

� It is estimated that Ghana could 
lose US $194 million – up to 19% 
of current government revenue.

informal economies and without
the infrastructure to be able to rely
on collecting other forms of taxes. 

The result of signing up to an EPA
could be that precious government
spending on public services, such 
as health and education, will be
cut, leaving the poorest people
even more vulnerable. This will
particularly impact on women 

“If EPAs carry through, African countries will
have to kiss goodbye to their industrialisation
efforts.”
Tetteh Hormeku, Africa Trade Network
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Rejected issues boomerang
back
The proposals go beyond anything
that has been under discussion at
the World Trade Organisation
(WTO) – and the EU is sneaking
back onto the table some
controversial areas of negotiation
which were only kept out of world
trade talks after a stiff fight by
poor countries. 

An agreement on these knotty
issues (investment, competition
policy and government
procurement) would affect the
choices and spending priorities of
developing country governments 
in terms of choosing and regulating
investors, allocating government
contracts and regulating business,
for instance. New rules in this area
could prevent governments from
favouring domestic small- and
medium-sized domestic firms over
foreign companies, with massive
knock on effects for jobs and for
development prospects.

ACP countries say including those
issues in the new deals wouldn’t
help reduce poverty. Instead rich
countries would be tying the hands
of poor countries to choose their
own economic policies.

The only show in town
The EU has failed to offer any
alternatives to EPAs. The
justification for the new deals is
that a long standing arrangement 
– providing former EU colonies with
special access to EU markets for
their exports – has to be brought
into line with WTO rules. Countries
face an ultimatum: if they want to
continue getting access to EU
markets they must open up to the
EU in return. 

But at the start of the talks it was
promised that alternative forms of
equally favourable market access

into the EU would be available for
countries who wanted them. So far
this promise has come to nothing.
The European Commission has 
not provided details of any other
options, and it has not given ACP
governments the information they
need to assess whether they would
be better off with an alternative
deal, despite repeated requests
from groups of ACP countries.

Under review, or under-
reviewed?
The negotiations are being
reviewed by the European

Commission. But the Commission
has indicated that the review will
be kept ‘light’. This is in stark
contrast to the wishes of ACP
countries as well as of EU member
states. They are calling for a full
examination of the proposed 
deals and are urging the EC to
demonstrate how EPAs will help
tackle poverty. Poor countries 
have also expressed their wish 
for the review to explore
alternatives to EPAs. Far from 
being ‘light’, they want a
meaningful process that will 
trigger changes in the negotiations. 

“We express our profound disappointment at
the stance taken by negotiators of the European
Commission.”
African Union Trade Ministers Declaration on EPAs, Nairobi, April 2006
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Unions speak out
Trade unions across the ACP are
increasingly concerned about the
threats to their rights and their 
very livelihoods posed by these
agreements.  

� Many unions in Nigeria, such as 
the Nigeria Labour Congress and 
the Trade Union Congress of 
Nigeria, believe that their economy
is not yet ready for trade 
liberalisation through an EPA 
and that the potential impact 
would be harmful to their sectors.

� The Farmers Union of Malawi 
has warned that countries like 
Malawi are very unlikely to 
benefit from access to EU 
markets. A statement in August 
2006 said, ‘The Union is urging 
the government and its partners 
in the Southern and Eastern 
African region to seriously 
reconsider the implications of 
these new trade deals before 
signing the deal with the 
European Union.’

� The Ghana TUC opposes the 

creation of a level playing field 
with the EU through an EPA. It 
argues that poor countries must 
have the right to protect key 
sectors even if they are not 
competitive. The TUC is calling 
for safety clauses so that 
countries can use tariffs to 
protect vulnerable producers 
if cheap imported products 
start to flood in.

� Union leaders in southern Africa 
have expressed deep concern 
at the lack of trade union 
participation in the negotiations 
and the risks posed by an unequal 
agreement with the EU. Meeting 
in February 2006, the Southern 
Africa Trade Union Coordinating 
Council stated that in their region 
there is a real fear “that trade 
liberalisation will result in a 
flood of cheap imports, thereby 
destroying ‘infant’ local industries,
creating mass unemployment
in the process”. The Council 
committed itself to defend 
members’ interests and to 
mobilise them on EPAs.
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“We will fight 
for a fair and
developmental
outcome […] We
know that only
solidarity can help
us now. Quiet
diplomacy will 
never work. We 
need to march in 
our thousands, we
need to shout…

Workers of Africa,
workers from the
developing countries
and workers from the
world are building
solidarity and unity
with the poor across
the globe. We are
united to say enough 
is enough!”
Zwelenzima Vavi, General
Secretary of COSATU 
(Congress of South African
Trade Unions), speaking in
September 2006

“I am here as the
voice of the voiceless,
the farmers and the
workers who will 
be affected if these
agreements are
reached in their
current format.”
Benito Eliasi, Farmers Union 
of Malawi
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What we are calling for8

Negotiations are due to be completed
by the end of 2007, and the deals are
to take effect in 2008. EU governments
must speak up urgently on EPAs
and champion a new approach.

EU governments must state 
publicly that the European
Commission’s current approach 
to EPA negotiations will damage
the livelihoods, working conditions
and economic development
potential of ACP countries. They
should call on the European
Commission to propose alternative
options. Governments must
champion a thorough review 
of EPAs and ensure its findings 
are taken on board.  

What you can do
You can help change the way the

EU approaches these negotiations. 

Please call on your government 
to listen to the repeated concerns
of developing countries. EU
governments should: 

� call on the European Commission 
to change their approach to 
the negotiations, and propose 
alternatives deals that will help 
reduce poverty.

� champion a thorough review 
of EPAs and confirm that 
the negotiations will be 
adjusted to take account of
its findings. 

� ensure that respect for ILO core 
labour standards is an integral 
part of any agreement. Rigorous 
impact assessments should be 
carried out to examine the 

impact of any new agreement 
on jobs, so that ACP governments 
and their citizens can make an 
informed decision on whether 
to sign an EPA.

� push for changes to the EU’s 
negotiating mandate so that it 
drops its unfair demands for trade
liberalisation and negotiations 
on issues that the ACP have 
already rejected.

Please take action in 
solidarity with workers
across the 75 affected
countries.

Please write to your 
trade minister today,
making the points
outlined above.
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Global poverty will not be tackled unless we challenge these unfair trade
deals and the threats they pose to workers’ rights. Trade unions across the
ACP are mobilising to counter this threat – and they need your help.
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Target your trade minister today! 9

Country

Austria

Belgium

Cyprus

Czech Republic

Denmark

Estonia

Finland

France

Minister

Martin Bartenstein

Marc Verwilghen

Antonis Michaelides

Martin Ríman

Anders Fogh Rasmussen

Edgar Savisaar

Paula Lehtomäki

Christine Lagarde 

Address

Federal Ministry for Economics and
Labour
Stubenring 1
1010 Vienna
Tel: +43 1 711000

Brederodestraat 9
B-1000 Brussels
Tel: +32 (0)2 213 09 11 
Fax: +32 (0)2 213 09 22
E-mail: info@kab.verwilghen.fgov.be

Ministry of Commerce, Industry and
Tourism
Apellis St.
1456 Lefkosia 
Nicosia

The Ministry of Industry and Trade 
Na Frantisku 32 
110 15 Praha 1
Tel: +420 224 851 111
Fax: +420 224 811 089
E-mail: posta@mpo.cz

Statsministeriet
Christiansborg
Prins Jørgens Gård 11
1218 København K 
Tel: +45 33 92 33 00
Fax: +45 33 11 16 65
E-mail: stm@stm.dk 

Ministry of Economic Affairs and
Communications 
Harju 11
Tallinn 15072  
Tel: +372 62 56 342 
Fax: +372 6 313 660 
E-mail: info@mkm.ee

Aleksanterinkatu 4, Helsinki
PO Box 32, FI-00023 Government
Tel: +358 9 160 01 
Fax: +358 9 1606 3666

139, rue de Bercy 
75572 Paris Cedex 12 
Tel: +33 (0)1 40 04 04 04

ˇ
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Country

Germany

Greece

Hungary

Ireland

Italy

Latvia

Lithuania

Luxembourg

Minister

Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul

Georgios Alogoskoufis

János Kóka

Michael Ahern T.D.

Enrico Letta 

Jurijs Strods

Vytas Navickas

Jeannot Krecké

Address

Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Development
Adenauerallee 139-141
53113 Bonn
Tel: +49 1888 5350
Fax: +49 1888 535 3500

Ministry of Economy & Finance
5-7 Nikis St. Syntagma Square
Athens 
Tel: +30 210 3332000 
E-mail: ypetho@mnec.gr 

Ministry of Economy and Transport
1055 Budapest, Honvéd u. 13-15.
Tel: +36 (0)6 1 374 2700

Department of Enterprise, Trade &
Employment, 
23 Kildare Street, Dublin 2.
Tel: +353 1 631 2121
Fax: +353 1 631 2827
E-mail: info@entemp.ie

Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri
Palazzo Chigi
Piazza Colonna 370
00187 Roma
Tel: +39 0667791

Brivibas Boulevard 36,
Rïga, LV-1520
Tel: +371 7082800
Fax: +371 7280469
E-mail: vk@mk.gov.lv

Ministry of Economy
Gedimono pr. 38/2, LT-01104 Vilnius
Tel: +370 85 262 3863 
Fax: +370 85 262 3974
E-mail: kanc@ukmin.lt

Ministère de l’Economie et du
Commerce Extérieur
6, Boulevard Royal
L-2449 Luxembourg
Tel: +352 478 41 37
Fax: +352 46 04 48
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Country

Malta

Poland

Portugal

Slovakia

Slovenia 

Spain

Sweden

The Netherlands

UK

Minister

The Hon. Austin Gatt

Piotr Grzegorz Wozniak 

Manuel Pinho

L’ubomír Jahnátek

Andrej Vizjak

Joan Clos i Matheu

Maud Olofsson

Karien van Gennip

Alistair Darling

Address

Ministry for Investment, Industry 
and Information Technology,
168, Triq id-Dejqa
Valletta - CMR 02
Tel: +356 21 226 808
Fax: + 356 21 250 700
E-mail: miti@gov.mt

Ministry of Economy
pl. Trzech Krzyzy 3/5 
00-507 Warszawa
Tel:  +48 04822 693 50 00
E-mail: bpi@mgpips.gov.pl

Rua da Horta Seca 
1200-221 Lisboa 
Tel: +351 213 245 400 
Fax: +351 213 245 420
E-mail: gmei@mei.gov.pt

Úrad Vlády Slovenskej Republiky
Námestie Slobody 1
813 70 Bratislava
Tel: +421 2 4333 2041
Fax: +421 2 4342 3949
E-mail: pobisova@economy.gov.sk

Kotnikova 5
1000 Ljubljana 
Tel: +386 1 478 3311 
Fax: +386 1 478 1031 
E-mail: gp.mg@gov.si

Ministry of Industry, Tourism and Trade
Paseo de la Castellana, 160
28071-Madrid
Tel: +34 902 446 006 
Fax: +34 91 457 8066 
E-mail: info@mityc.es

Ministry of Industry, Employment and
Communication, E-103 33 Stockholm 

Redactie Regeringssite, RVD/Nieuwe
Media, Postbus 20009, 2500 EA 
The Hague

Department for Trade and Industry
1 Victoria Street
London SW1H 0ET
Tel: +44 (0)20 7215 5000
E-mail: dti.enquiries@dti.gsi.gov.uk

´
´
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For more information, contact:

ACTSA 
(Action for Southern Africa)
www.actsa.org
campaigns@actsa.org

Traidcraft
www.traidcraft.org
policy@traidcraft.org

TUC
www.tuc.org.uk
info@tuc.org.uk

In the UK we are working alongside
more than 80 organisations,
campaign groups and unions 
in 
the Trade Justice Movement.

The Trade Justice Movement,
campaigning as part of the ‘Stop
EPA Campaign’ which has more
than 150 member organisations
across Europe, Africa, the
Caribbean and Pacific. 

To find out the latest campaign
activities across Europe go to:
www.epa2007.org 
or contact your own union to 
find out what they’re doing.

January 2007
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Stay involved!
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