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Prime Ministers:

We the senders of this open letter, members of the academic community, civil society and the business community, are using this medium to appeal to the authorities responsible for the negotiation of the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) between the European Union and the CARIFORUM Group of countries to make available for public discussion the Draft Agreement on the EPA.

We believe that the proposed agreement will have far-reaching and lasting consequences for the development prospects of the region and for the livelihoods of thousands of citizens, including workers, farmers, small and large businesspersons, and consumers; as well as on the ability of present and future governments to pursue development strategies and to manage their economies in the interest of the people of the Caribbean. 
In that regard, our view is that the provisions of the draft agreement should more adequately reflect the spirit of partnership for development in all respects that was the agreed basis of cooperation with the EU and the intention of the Cotonou Agreement.
We understand the concern of the authorities to conclude the EPA negotiations in a timely manner so as to avoid possible adverse consequences arising from the loss of benefits from existing trade arrangements that are due to expire. Nonetheless we are convinced that every avenue needs to be explored to provide the time and opportunity for full public disclosure and discussion of the Draft Agreement and other relevant aspects of the negotiations, in the interest of ensuring that we arrive at agreement that is widely understood and supported by all stakeholders; and one that is consistent with the practice of transparent and democratic governance. 
We should be mindful of the fact since the signing of the Cotonou Agreement there have been unanticipated events that have made it much more difficult for the CARIFORUM countries, particularly our business communities, to be ready for the pre-set date of 1 January, 2008 for trade liberalization, the essential requirement for the signing of the Economic Partnership Agreement with the EU. These events include the tremendous increase in the price of energy and food for most countries; the long delay and continuing failure to conclude the WTO Doha Round of Multilateral Trade Negotiations; reduction of the price of sugar exports to the EU; the very slow pace of disbursement of EDF resources ( including the  special protocols assistance for the rice and rum industries) intended to improve our competitiveness and readiness for the free trade regime; the on-going low growth of our export markets in the EU and the US;  and the drastic depreciation of exchange rate for the US Dollar in which most of our exports are priced.

At the same time, we believe that every effort should be made, as a matter of great urgency, at the highest political level, to initiate action towards a postponement of the 31 December 2007 deadline for the signing of the Economic Partnership Agreement, by directly alerting the WTO, as well as by direct intervention with individual EU States, the EU Parliament, and other concerned interests in Europe.
Please be assured, Prime Ministers, of our availability for further discussion with the appropriate authorities and with all stakeholders, to the end of ensuring the fullest possible understanding of the implications of the Draft Agreement within the general public and of working towards its improvement as an effective instrument of sustainable development. 
Yours respectfully,
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