Dominica and ALBA: Some comments

Norman Girvan

Dominica’s announced decision to sign on to ALBA—the Bolivarian Alternative for the America—has been the subject of some media comment because of its supposed undermining of Caricom. However, this is by no means the first time that a Caricom member state has acted in a way that might be at variance with its regional commitments and responsibilities. Back in the early 1990s Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago each acted unilaterally in attempting to qualify for ‘NAFTA Parity’ treatment by the United States by signing certain bilateral economic treaties with that country. I don’t hear people talking about that. 
Later in the 1990s several countries also broke ranks with their regional counterparts by negotiating separately with the US on the infamous ‘Shiprider’ agreements; and still later (2002) the equally infamous agreements to grant immunity for US personnel from prosecution under the International Criminal Court.  These were egregious examples of failure to follow a unified Caricom policy and I don’t hear people talking about that either. 

Then there was Trinidad and Tobago’s agreement on an FTA with Costa Rica and Guyana’s with Brazil in the early 2000s, both of which, if my memory serves me right, were eventually disallowed by COTED. Not to speak of the fact that Caricom states do not follow a unified policy with respect to the world’s most populous country, which is set to soon become the world’s largest economy. Some countries have even switched from a ‘two-China’ to a ‘one-China’ policy and then back again. Talk about Caribbean bacchanal!

As far back as 1989, the Caricom Heads of Government in the Grand Anse Declaration, agreed to establish joint diplomatic representation in foreign capitals. This decision, it can be said, is ‘more honoured in the breach than in the observance’. Although even the largest Caricom country clearly lacks the financial and human resource capacity to maintain an effective—as distinct from a nominal—presence in the major capitals, each prefers to ‘do its own thing’ (the OECS being a partial acceptance to this). Thus, Jamaica has its own separate representation in Beijing, Trinidad and Tobago in Pretoria, and Guyana in Brasilia. 

The substantive issue here is the continuing need for Caricom states to forge themselves into a cohesive unit; one endowed with organs of governance that have real teeth; and that follows a consistent, unified political and economic policy vis-à-vis the rest of the world. The behaviour described recurs with such frequency and predictability that one can give it the label ‘opportunistic unilateralism’. Countries coordinate their foreign policies when they believe it suits them and break ranks when they believe it suits them. Caricom insists on remaining a ‘Community of Sovereign States’—with the emphasis on the second part of the term. Never mind that the effective sovereignty of member states is continuously being circumscribed, almost by the hour. Meanwhile globalization is proceeding in a world in which, to use the words of David Rudder, ‘don’t need islands no more’. When will we ever learn? 

Without wishing to justify any unilateral action that may be in contradiction with regional commitments, one needs to consider the circumstances of Dominica as one of the poorest and most vulnerable states of the Caribbean Community. Unlike many of its regional brothers, Dominica lacks extensive white sand beaches and a first class international airport. It has therefore been unable to substantially reduce its reliance of the export of traditional agricultural commodities such as bananas by shifting into the export of tourism services to the same degree as countries like Antigua, St. Kitts and Nevis and St. Lucia. Dominica experienced a severe fiscal crisis around 2002-2003 and practically had to be bailed out by the rest of Caricom and the IMF.  
It is probably because of this extreme vulnerability and lack of options that the Administration of the late Roosevelt Douglas--who in an earlier incarnation had been a militant anti-imperialist--proposed in 2000 to secure associate membership for Dominica with the European Union! Whether the lack of success in this ‘application’ was due to the opposition from the rest of Caricom, or to the total lack of interest on the part of the EU, is a moot point—I rather suspect the latter. 
In these circumstances, the reported EC$80 million oil refinery to be built with Venezuelan cooperation; the Venezuelan grant of US$10.1 million for airport expansion, the forgiving of US$1.5 million of debt’, and ‘the ability to pay for 40 percent of its Petrocaribe oil imports with exports of bananas’, must be of not inconsiderable value. So must be the the fact that ‘some 500 blind Dominicans have had their sight restored in either Cuba or Venezuela by the internationally acclaimed Mission Miracle program, Cuban doctors are practicing on the island, a little over 100 Dominica students now attend Cuban medical and nursing schools and about 75 Dominican students are in other Cuban schools’ and that  ‘In education, about 2,000 Venezuelan and Cuban scholarships are available to qualified Dominican students in computer science, medicine, engineering, sports, physics, math, and agriculture.’ 
I am also curious to know why Dominica’s ‘membership’ in ALBA is, in principle, inconsistent with its membership of Caricom. Nicaragua, for instance, is a participant in the CAFTA-DR Free Trade Agreement with the United States and is also a ‘member’ of ALBA! Venezuela itself is a member of the Southern Common Market, MERCOSUR, with Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay and Paraguay; at the same time as it is promoting ALBA. In my understanding ALBA is not a ‘trade bloc’ in the normal meaning of that term—a group of countries that agree to abolish the trade barriers among themselves and to follow common trade policies towards third countries. The major elements of ALBA, according to media reports, are agreements to finance state enterprises in the oil sector and to pay for imports of oil with exports of commodities. So we cannot say that Dominica’s action is a priori in contravention of its Caricom Treaty obligations without knowing more about whether it has made commitments to its ALBA partners in respect of imports of goods, services and investment, and what derogations it may need to give effect to these, under the terms of the Revised Treaty of Chaguaramas. This is a matter on which further clarification is needed.

On the face of it, however, it seems to me that the EPA recently initialed with Europe represents by far the greatest present threat to the long-term integrity of the Caribbean Community. The EPA is, for example, hugely wider in scope than ALBA. It involves legally binding commitments, of indefinite duration, in liberalization of imports of goods, liberalization of services access, on Intellectual Property, Investment, Current Account Payments, Competition, Government Procurement, e-commerce. It sets up supranational governance structures and detailed dispute settlement provisions that envisage the possible use of trade sanctions. I have not heard of a joint Venezuelan-Dominican Council being set up under ALBA that is empowered to make legally binding decisions, which is the case with the joint Cariforum-EC Council set up under Part V, Article 3 of the  EPA. 

The EPA also, in my view, carries the potential of de facto dismemberment of the Caribbean Community, since each member state will in effect be competing with every other in implementing its provisions and in attempting to access its benefits. (This argument is developed in my paper on Implications, pp.18-20). I hope that the detractors of Dominica’s action will feel motivated to pay the same degree of attention to these potential EPA implications as they do to ALBA.  

January 30, 2008

Comments may be made on the posting of this article at http://normangirvan.info
1

