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Farmers protest the WTO in Seattle. 

FREEDOM TO TRADE? 
Trading A-way American Family Farms 

ANURADHA MITTAL, CO-DIRECTOR OF FOOD FIRST, WITH MAYUMI KAWAAI 

0 n January 1, 1995, the World Trade Organization (WTO) was established. It is home to a series of trade accords that include 
agreements on services, agricul ture, intellectual property rights, and other issues never before included in international trade 
rules. The organization was established with a commitment to raise standards of living and ensure full employment in the con

text of expanding trade, while upholding the objective of sustainable development. The reality has been almost the opposite. 

At the last ministerial held in Seattle in 1999, negotiators were confronted by 70,000 protestors: a coalition of students, teachers, farm
ers, farmworkers, factory and steel workers, consumers, environmentalists, feminists, spiritual leaders, animals rights activists, human 
rights advocates, friends and families, and representatives from more than 100 countries. They stood together for fair labor standards, 
environmental protection, public health, human rights, and democratic values over the "corporate interest first" agenda of the trade talks. 
The meeting eventually collapsed under the weight of the protests inside and outside the conference center. 

In the wake of the Seattle debacle and other protests against the international fi nancial institutions that have gathered strength since 
then, the next ministerial was planned for Doha, ~tar. The built-in agenda for the WTO has several items of concern, with agricul
ture being one of the key areas. A communique issued following the twenty-second Ministerial held in Punta del Este, Uruguay, in 
September 200 1, emphasized that the next ministerial should provide a clear commitment to end discrimination against agriculture 
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and fully integrate it into WTO rules. This 
commitment is designed to achieve funda
mental reform of agricultural trade through 
elimination of all forms of export subsidies 
and reduction of domestic support. ' 

The US administration has been a key advo
cate of the Agreement on Agriculture (AOA) 
in the trade talks. President Bush has used agri
culture as an excuse to push the vote on Trade 
Promotion Authority (TPA, once called fast 
Track) through Congress. This will allow him 
to negotiate international trade agreements that 
Congress can only approve or reject, but not 
amend. President Bush has argued, "! want 
America to feed the world. We are missing 
some great opportunities, not only in our 
hemisphere, but around the world. These are 
opportunities for people who earn a living the 
hard way ... These are opportunities for work
ing people."' ln other words, trade agreements 
are good for American farmers. 

This position has been supported by the 
USDA secretary Ann Veneman and former 
secretaries Dan Glickman and Clayton Yeut
rer. Glickman claimed that "without expand
ing access to trade, we will see income come 
down. There are lots of positions on this, but 
there is no question that the President needs 
TPA ... needs the authority to go out and 
negotiate trade deals."' Yeutter even singled 
out labor unions, radical environmental advo
cacy groups, and anti-globalization forces as 
the main opponents of farmers: 

What is the Agreement on 
Agriculture? 
Prior to the Uruguay Round in 1995, agri
culture fell outside the discipline of the pre
decessor to the WTO, the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), ironically 
because of pressure from the United States. 
With the US threatening to leave GATT 
unless it was allowed to maintain protective 
mechanisms for sugar, dairy products, and 
other agricultural commodities, Washington 
was given a "non-time limited waiver" on 
agricultural products. Despite this early reti
cence, however, the need for "rules of engage
ment" in the struggle for Third World markets 
got the European Union (EU) and the US to 
press for the inclusion of an Agreement on 
Agriculture (AOA) in the Uruguay round. 
With the rhetoric of free trade, the two super
powers used the agreement to regulate 
monopolistic competition-for the right to 
exploit che Third World-between them.1 

How the ADA has Affected 
Family Farmers in the US 
Even before the AOA was drafted, US policy 
for the last 20 years has been to depress agri
cultural commodity prices, with the stated aim 
of increasing US market share in agricultural 
trade. Despite these efforts, the US market 
share in principal grain exports has fa llen 
steadily during this period. Although only 30 
percent of US agricultural production is trad
ed internationally, the great weight of US agri
cultural policy is dedicated to dropping 
commodity prices, with devastating impacts 
on family farmers and rural communities. 

Soon after the AOA came into effect in 1996, 
the US implemented the federal Agriculture 
Implementation and Reform Act (FAIR). This 
new act was seen as a means to provide income 
and price stability for US fa rmers.7 The goal 
was to expand agricultural exports with 
promises of a return to a free market, greater 
freedom for fa rmers, and reduced levels of 
government spending and controls. This bi ll, 
drafted in a period of high agricultural com
modity prices, was formulated and supported 
by the representatives of corporate fa rms and 
agribusiness, even though farmers as well as 
policy makers knew that it lacked a safety net 
for family farmers.8 

The most significant change fAIR brought 
about was the elimination of deficiency pay
ments. These payments compensated fa rmers 
for the difference between the price received 

The AOA sought the liberalization ofrrade 
in agricultural products by opening up mar
kers, and cutting domestic supports and 
export subsidies to help create more equal 
competition in the marker. Instead this 
agreement has turned into the first step in 
making food production into a business 
monopolized by a few.6 The AOA has cre
ated an unfair global trade system. r t has not 
only proven to be a threar to the stability of 
Third World fa rmers who do not have com
petitive advantages, but has resulted in a US 
domestic agricultural policy that favors 
agribusiness over family farmers. 

The Bones of the Agreement 
The three key provisions in the AOA are: 

• Market access: The extent to which a 
country allows imports of foreign prod
ucts. It aims to regulate and lower protec
tionist barriers relating to tariffs, and the 
minimum and current trade quotas in 
order to improve access to markets. 

for their crops and the actual cost of produc
tion! The deficiency payments were replaced 
with Production f lexibility Contracts, fixed 
payments to farmers based on past producrion 
levels, and not reflecting either current or pro
jected producrion. '0 Production flexibility 
Contracts preserved and even enhanced 
export subsidy programs. for both wheat and 
dairy exports, the US Secretary of Agriculture 
was directed to implement maximum volume 
and funding levels consistent with the GATT 
Uru guay Round commitments to develop 
markets throughout the world." 

While the intent was to stabilize prices and 
farm incomes by maximizin g export sales 
opportunities, export subsidies were distrib
uted mainly to the exporters and agribusiness, 
and did little to alleviate marker price volatili
ty for family farmers. '' In fiscal year 2000, the 
US government paid $28 billion in subsidies, 
mos tly to large landowners, under the so
called "freedom to Farm" legislation of 1996. 
These payments comprised 49 percenr of net 
farm income in 2000 and kept large farm oper
ations in business, allowing US agribusiness to 
continue to pay below cost-of-production 
prices for agricultural raw materials." All while 
the family farmers were driven off the land. 

Recently, the US House of Representatives 
passed an emergency aid package of $5.5 bil
lion for farmers. Once again, however, this 
money will not necessarily go to the farmers 
in dire straits, as the aid is nor based on need." 

• Domestic support: The annual monetary 
support given by governments to agri
cultural producers either in direct pay
ments or tax breaks, or in the form of 
infrastructure and research. The AOA 
classifies these supports into several cat
egori es- those that are acceptable 
because they are minimally trade distort
ing, and those that are not acceptable; 
those that have ceiling levels, and those 
that do not. 

• Export subsidy: Provisions that strive to 
reduce the amount of subsidies countries 
can give to export goods on the world 
market at prices lower than those in their 
domestic markets. Today, the countries 
that can afford to subsidize exports can 
rake markers away from more efficient 
producers by undercutting the actual cost 
of production. 












