                                                             THE MORE THINGS CHANGE…

A new entity has emerged in the Region called The Office of Trade Negotiations headquartered in Barbados. To understand its creation and function in trade negotiations it is necessary to review the past events which brought it into existance.


Twelve years ago, the Caribbean Regional Negotiating Machinery (CRNM) was formed on 1st April 1997. Its major function was: “to bring a systematic and focused approach to the new pressing international issues. Its structure, which taps into the regional pool of talent, provides a mechanism through which the limited human and financial resources of individual territories can be combined and coordinated to effectively represent regional interests. The ultimate goal is to ensure that Caribbean development is not impeded by changes in global trade arrangements and that maximum benefit can be secured”.


The reasons for establishing the CRNM were changes in the global economic environment, increasingly based on free trade and away from the traditional preferential arrangements under which many Caribbean economies benefited. While such benefits stimulated production and export of commodities such as rice, sugar, bananas, veal and rum, they acted as a disincentive for governments to diversify and restructure those industries to become internationally competitive in expectation of the inevitable end to such preferential terms of trade, prompted by globalisation that included tariff liberalisation enacted by the World Trade Organisation (WTO).


As long as the hard currency export revenues continued to flow inwards, governments chose not to “bite the bullet” of transition leaving the status quo to be dealt with by the next elected administration. In this game of political “musical chairs” the music stopped with the signing of the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA), which necessitated a review of the terms of trade for commodities, now limited to sugar, rice, bananas and rum.


According to a former Director General of the CRNM, Ambassador Richard Bernal: “The Cariforum region, despite its size and financial constraints, deployed a world class team of negotiators utilizing the technical advice of the CRNM and directed by mandates stipulated by the heads of government and supervised by trade ministers. The negotiating positions were formulated by and through a transparent and intensive consultative process involving technical working groups which included participants from governments of member states, regional institutions, the private sector, academia and civil society. The Cariforum heads of government were at the apex of the structure of negotiations and they provided mandates to the trade ministers who in turn provided political guidance and oversight of the negotiations”.


It is important that the system used by the Machinery is understood, particularly by the private sector that is responsible for providing briefs to guide the negotiators and to participate at negotiations when possible. 


The services of high level trade experts come at a considerable price. Funding was provided by regional governments and funding agencies together with private sector contributions and some external donor assistance. The leading regional donor was the Caribbean Development Bank along with private sector company contributions from Trinidad & Tobago and Barbados. External funding came from DFID, the IADB and USAID for special projects. 

A principle component of the CRNM was the establishment of a “College of Negotiators” under coordination of the Dean of the College. The College consists of multitalented experts from the Region comprising lead and alternate negotiators for each of the negotiating areas. The Chief Negotiator reported directly to the Prime Ministerial Sub-Committee on External Negotiations, currently Prime Minister Bruce Golding, responsible for managing and providing guidance to the external negotiating process.


The foregoing description of the structure and operation of the CRNM, is essential in appreciating why its status has been altered, giving birth to The Office of Trade Negotiations that so far amounts to a re-branding of the CRNM incorporated in the Caricom Secretariat and reporting to the Caricom Secretary General.


The question has arisen, that as the CRNM had given sterling service culminating in signing the EPA, why then the need for change? According to some Caricom heads of government, the EPA was flawed and should not have been signed and called for the dissolution of the CRNM which in their opinion had exceeded its mandate. The COTED concurred with the complaint and agreed to reorganise and relocate the Machinery, assigning oversight to the Caricom Secretary General.

So far the transition is a work-in-progress led by the new Director General – Ambassador Gail Mathurin, an outstanding and experienced Foreign Trade Officer, who is planning the new modus operandi for the Office of Trade Negotiations. It is reported that the College of Negotiators would continue and existing offices maintained in Jamaica, London and Washington with the headquarters transferred from Jamaica to Barbados. No doubt when the reorganisation is complete it would be announced, as pending negotiations with Canada and the US are likely to start in the New Year.

We take heed of Prime Minister Goldings reported comment: “In this chess game of international politics and diplomacy, we can no longer play the geopolitical advantage… That is no longer a card that is of any value; it is primarily economics and politics that now define international relations. The world was reconfiguring itself in huge economic decision making blocks and Caribbean countries must make up their minds if they are going to deal with the new configuration as isolated individuals or together as a united force”.


His comments are particularly relevant to the upcoming October meeting of Caricom heads with President Obama in Washington.
