
What are CAFTA and the FTAA? 
 

The Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) is a 

trade agreement being negotiated between the U.S. and the 

five Central American nations of Guatemala, El Salvador, 

Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica. CAFTA is an exten-

sion of the same policies put forward in the North Ameri-

can Free Trade    Agreement (NAFTA). The implementa-

tion of CAFTA is the first step in obtaining the Free Trade 

Area of the Americas (FTAA), which would include all the 

countries in the Western Hemisphere, except Cuba. 

CAFTA and the FTAA would    expand the already damag-

ing effects of increased privatization and trade deregulation 

initiated by NAFTA throughout the Americas.  

 

The Impact of CAFTA and the FTAA on  

Indigenous Peoples 
 

Implementation of CAFTA and the FTAA has the poten-

tial to seriously worsen the already difficult situation Indige-

nous    Peoples face throughout the Americas. Under cur-

rent free trade agreements such as GATT, the WTO, and 

NAFTA             corporations have been given more rights 

and privileges at the expense of Indigenous rights. CAFTA 

and the FTAA will work to further shift the balance of 

power away from Indigenous     Peoples. Some examples of 

the destructive impact of free trade agreements include:  

 

THE LOSS OF “INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS” 

 

The FTAA may include a set of intellectual property rules 

that would give major agricultural and pharmaceutical cor-

porations the right to patent and own traditional farming 

knowledge and indigenous medicines. These rules would 

assist corporations in the Americas seeking to promote Ge-

netically Modified        Organism food seeds and products, 

and to develop formerly traditional remedies as proprietary 

pharmaceuticals. With the inclusion of the imperialistic no-

tion of intellectual property rights Indigenous Peoples will 

be robbed of their age-old,   communal resources.  

 

THE LOSS OF TRADITIONAL LIVELIHOODS 

 

The FTAA would displace locally oriented, sustainable 

forms of farming with mass market and high technology 

agriculture. The FTAA‖s agriculture provisions would bene-

fit large-scale       agriculture corporations at the expense of 

sustainable small-scale farming, primarily encouraging trade-

oriented agriculture which companies like ADM and Mon-

sato can most successfully     exploit. Family farmers, peas-

ants, and indigenous populations  – who use environmental-

ly sound agricultural practices – would be bankrupted if 

imports flood their markets. When corn markets were 

opened under NAFTA, many Mexican corn farmers were 

either unable to maintain their businesses or had to      em-

ploy greater levels of pesticides to compete with cheaper 

corn produced by government-subsidized, technologically 

advanced U.S. agribusiness. The result was the loss of Loss 

of livelihoods of hundreds of thousands of indigenous peas-

ants. Under CAFTA millions would be forced to migrate to 

large urban areas to work in the informal sector or maqui-

ladoras (sweatshops), or they would risk their lives in dan-

gerous journey north to seek work in the U.S., facing a 

harsh anti-immigrant climate. 

 

INCREASED IMPOVRISHMENT 

 

"I hope when my daughter grows up she won't face any of the 

difficulties I've had. I hope everything will be better for her. I 

hope she will grow up very healthy. I hope it won't be like in 

my time." Karapiru, Awá man,   Brazil 

 

To understand the effects that CAFTA and the FTAA will 

have throughout the Americas one needs only to examine 

the      devastating effects of NAFTA on agriculture in both 

the United States and in Mexico. Since NAFTA took effect 

in 1994,      millions of peasant farmers have been driven off 

the land and the percentage of the Mexican population liv-

ing in poverty has risen from 58% to 79%.  

 
INTENSIFIED EXPLOITATION 

 

"The white man built roads, houses, farms, and opened the way 

to disease, poverty and death." Waldir Tobias, Makuxi, Brazil 

 

Further development because of CAFTA and the FTAA 

will most likely lead to the continuation of Indigenous Peo-

ples   expulsion from their land as well as the irresponsible 

manner in which cattle and timber are harvested, and an 

increased rate of oil prospecting and pollution. 

 

CAFTA and the FTAA will lead to an upsurge in infra-

structure development, particularly of mega hydroelectric 

dams, oil and gas pipelines, and roads in Indigenous Peoples‖ 

territories to provide support to operations of extractive 

industries, logging corporations, and export processing 

zones. The infrastructure development, for instance, under 

the Plan Puebla Panama agreement has destroyed ceremoni-

al and sacred sites of        Indigenous Peoples in the six states 

of Southern Mexico and in Guatemala, for starters. 

 

Trade deregulation has also caused increasing conflicts be-

tween transnational mining, gas and oil corporations and 

Indigenous Peoples in Ecuador, Guyana, Venezuela, Colom-

bia, the USA, and Venezuela, among others. The operations 

of these         extractive industries have caused militarization 

and environmental devastation in indigenous communities.  

 

In addition, laws protecting the environment could be ig-

nored, declared as an impediment to the potential profits 

earned by foreign corporations. Under NAFTA‖s Chapter 

11, for instance, corporations can sue national governments 

claiming their    environmental laws are unfair "barriers" to 

trade and           competition. Under NAFTA the Mexican 

state of San Luis Potosi was forced to accept a toxic waste 

site run by the U.S. Metalclad Corporation. The Mexican 

federal government also had to pay the corporation $16 

million in damages.  

 

CRIMINALIZATION OF RESISTANCE 

 

Under present conditions free trade agreements have led to 

the escalated militarization of Indigenous Peoples' lands and      

territories, increasing numbers of cases of assassination and 

arbitrary arrests, detention of indigenous activists and lead-

ers and the people who are support them, as well as the           

criminalization of Indigenous Peoples' resistance. 

 

In Guatemala union members, peasant organizers, and hu-

man rights activists face an increasing climate of govern-

ment       repression, including murder and kidnapping. So-

cial movements and unions are also under attack in Hondu-

ras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, where they stand in opposi-

tion to corporate       globalization. 

 

The U.S. and Central American governments claim that 

workers rights will be respected and protected under 

CAFTA, however this seems extremely unlikely given the 

current repression now occurring in the region. Passage of 

CAFTA and the FTAA will most likely result in a further 

weakening of laws protecting labor rights.  

 

 

 



WHAT CAN WE DO 

 

Mission Statement 

 

The New York City People‖s Referendum against the Free 

Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) is a grassroots coalition 

of organizations and individuals that is part of the national 

and hemisphere-wide Global Justice and Fair Trade move-

ment to stop so- called “Free Trade” agreements like the 

Central   American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA) and 

the FTAA.  These agreements are now being negotiated in 

secret by       governments and multinational corporations.  

Our aim is to reclaim democratic control over this decision-

making process by raising awareness, organizing concerned 

people, and showing elected leaders—through a referen-

dum—just how many people are against these pro-

corporate, anti-labor, anti-environment, anti-democratic 

agreements. 

 

NYC Referendum 

 

In order to coordinate this city-wide referendum on 

the FTAA and CAFTA, we meet regularly to strategize 

community and media outreach, congressional concerns, 

and to plan town hall meetings in each borough to 

educate ourselves and the public about the effects of 

free trade.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NYC People’s Referendum 

130 W. 29
th

 Street, 9
th

 Floor 

NY, NY  10001 

(212) 760-0333 
 

nyc.FTAA.referendum.org 

 

LOSS OF TRADITIONAL RESOURCES 

 

"I want to live where I really belong – on my own land" Davi           

Kopenawa, Yanomami shaman, Brazil 

 

Throughout the Americas, indigenous territories continue 

to be among the most biologically rich areas in the hemi-

sphere. Yet in spite of growing awareness of the indivisibil-

ity of protecting indigenous rights and protection of the 

environment,           indigenous territories continue to be 

subjected to some of the most destructive forms of resource 

use and extraction, primarily by outside interests. 

 

For indigenous peoples, few things more compellingly bind 

together the past, present and future of their cultures than 

their relationship to their ancestral lands. These lands are 

the home and source of the livelihoods and culture of Indig-

enous and traditional peoples. As their native lands are de-

stroyed their ways of life change, and become poorer. They 

become ―poorer‖ in many ways: economically, culturally, 

linguistically and       politically, as their ways of life are 

connected to the environments they depend on. In the Am-

azon region of Brazil alone over 90 different tribes are 

thought to have disappeared already this century. The re-

covery and legal recognition of indigenous lands is essential 

to ensuring the survival of future generations.  

 

CAFTA and the FTAA will also allow for the privatization 

and liberalization of basic public services and resources such 

as health, education, water, energy, and environmental ser-

vices throughout the hemisphere. Several countries have 

already   experienced the privatization of resources, such as 

Bolivia where the attempt to privatize water led to massive 

general strikes and protests led by Indigenous Peoples. 

 

UNDERMINING OF INTERNATIONAL PROTECTION FOR 

INDIGENOUS RIGHTS 

 

Passage of CAFTA and the FTAA will serve to undermine  

international instruments, constitutional provisions, and 

national laws and policies that protect indigenous rights. 

Already, free trade agreements have undermined self-

sufficient economies of Indigenous Peoples throughout the 

globe leading to food insecurity, worsening poverty and loss 

of land, culture and identity. In its infamous "Chapter 11" 

clause, NAFTA established the right of companies to sue 

governments over public-interest laws that may limit their 

profits. In CAFTA, this "right" will be   extended to all of 

Central America and will strengthen corporate power at the 


