NAFTA futur

By JERRY CAMMARATA

The North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
which recently passed both houses
of Congress by a narrow margin
and was signed into law by the
president, is one of those acts of
government which induce great
displays of passtonate rheloric
from both supporters and oppo-
nents, but which also leave the
public feeling more than a litile
confused about their real meaning
and potential ramifications.

While NAFTA champions were
assaring Amerlca that this agree-
ment will create jobs and oppor-
tunities for our nation and give a
much-needed boost to our stag-
nant economy, those who fought
against it are equally certain that
the pact will lead to increased
unemployment in the United
States and end up costing Ameri-
cans dearly.

While no one can know for cer-
tain whether either of ihose sce.
narios Is accurate until we begin
to see the actual results of the
treaty, it is now law so it's incum-
bent on our society and govern-
ment to examine carefully its var
ious aspeets and determine what
courses of action we should be
taking during its implementation.

Potential for danger

A primary concern is that
NAFTA has the potential to be
exploitative and, in the long run,
could do harm fe each of the
nations involved. If it is going te
be a win/win contract {or all the
parties concerned, then the poten-
tial for expleitation must he mini-
mized and factors built into our
participation to insure that this
will not take place. That's nol to
say that the United States shoutd,

or can, dictate all aspects of the:

agreement, bui there must be a
sound philesephical base from
which we approach NAFTA as its
realization unfolds.

Two of the key elements which
that philosophical base must in-
clude are education and humani-
farianism, both as they relate to
us and as they relate to the other
countries involved, with the ulti-
mate goals being the preservation
of capitalism and the expansion of
Amerlea’s economy without doing
harm to our glebal interesis or to
the nailons and peoples with
whom we are interacting.

To cite an unrelaied example of
the kind of cemplex economie,
environmental and humanitarian
issues which NAFTA will present,
consider another sitwation with
which we've been dealing for the
past several years In the United
States — the issue of tobacco.

Through a combinalion of gov-
ernment pressure, inereased tax-
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ation, restrictive legislation, pri-
vale and public advocacy and
education, {lere has been a mas-
sive shift in America’s smoking
habits, bul not without heated con-
troversies invelving smokers’
rights, nen-smokers' rights, larm-
ers’ rights, the principies of free
enterprise and — least {alked
ahout — the rights of the people of
other nations.

Some of the fandamental ques-
tions raised by the tobacce issue
Inctude whether government has
a morat right or obligation to
pressure people nol to use {obacco
when ils use js legal; whether
cducatien and culiuralization
should be employed in a free soci-
ely io influence people’s behavior;
whether corporations that sell to-
baceo products shold be forced
or persuaded to diversify,
whether government can or
shtould continue to subsidize farm-
ers who grow tobacco and
wiether {he tobacco indusiry
should be allowed to continue to
exploit the people of Third World
countries who arc less educated
and more susceplible to the popu-
larizalion of smoking as an alter-
native io the shrinking United
Stales market.

Thorny issues

While many of us believe that
NAFTA, or something cquivalent
to 1t, is necessary for America to
maintain its continning role in the
worldwide ecanomy and in the
ebb and flow of international rela-
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tiens, comparable thorny issues
which the treaty creates can't be
ignored. When our partner coun-
iries, for example, particuiarly
Mexico, decide to construct new
manufacturing facilities to build
products for export, will thoge
facilities include the same level of
environmental safeguards and
worker safety measures required
in the United States?

Will there be mechanisms put
in place {o help Mexican workers
achieve better educational levels,
improve their standard of Hving
and hecome equal partners with
United States citizens in the shar-
ing of goods, especially in their
abilily to purchase our products?

Creating incentives for other
nations to maintain an underedu-
cated, somelimes near-stave-la-
bor, workforce accomplishes
nothing either for Americans or
these countries. Only through an
improved standard of living can
the dream of establishing equal
trading relationships be realized.

The construction and operation
of schools in areas wilkout them,
for instance, should be & part of
the contracts awarded through
NAFTA. So should requirements
for safe and environmentaily
medern manufactaring facililies.
Aside from the moral imperatives
involved, purely from a selfish
standpoint, withoul such actions
there will simply be no market
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among our trading partners for
American products,

While the United States has a
literacy rate of 96 percent and
Canada one of 9% percent, Mexi-
co’s literacy rate is only 88 per-
cenl, and even that figure is sus-
pect. Obvieusly, it is {he illiterate
portion of a population which is
most likely to work in low-paving
jobs with undesirable working
condilions, and those are the
workers American unions warn
could draw United States compa-
nies south of the border to exploit
and which Mexican comparies
have traditionally exploifed io
produce exportable products
mere cheaply.

Mexicans have a 10-year lower
life expectancy than Americans
and an tnfant morlalily rate of 47
per thousand, compared with a
U5, rate of 9 per thousand. Just 71
pereent of the Mexican population
has access {0 safe waler com-
pared with 00 percent in the

United States. In Mexice, per-cap-

ita private spending on food, hous-
ing, clothing, health care, elc., in
U.S. dollars, is only $1,990 a year,
In the Uniled Siates the compara-
Ble figure is $14,630. Only 5.3 per-
cent of lhe Mexican population
has any educalion beyond high
school compared wilh 32.2 per-
cent of our people.

History has shown, again and
again, {hat over the long haui,
exploitation dves not lead to eco-
nomic or socia] stability. The col-
lapse of the Soviet Union was as
mich brought on by repressive
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and regressive working conditibng
and by Hs ability lo offer its
people the basic items of con-
sumption as by any other canse. In
the case of NAFTA, {he adverlis-
ing slogan of a clolthing manufac-
{urer makes inlernational sense:
An educated consumer is our best
custonser, H is only through edu-
cation and progress that we can
fulfilt our obligations as a citizen
of the world and that the people of
aur trading pariners can become
aclive consumers of Amerlean
products. S

At the same time that we en-
courage this elevation of the edu-
cational and societal conditions
among our NAFTA neighbors, we
musi also underiake-a quest for
improvement in the education
that takes place in our own
schools in order that American
workers remain competitive, pro-
duce betler products and main-
tain our tradilienal position at the
top of the world economic chain,

it's no secret that the quality of
American edueation, frem pre-
schowl lhrough college, has heen
slipping alarmingly in recent
years and, as we se¢ more global
markets and more worldwide
competition emerging, it becomes
increasingly crucial that : this
trend be reversed. | )

Although we spend $445 hillion
a year an ail tevels of schooling in
America, a rise of 40 percent (ad-
jusled for inflation) over what we
spent 10 years ago, the results
have been monumentally disap-
pointing. In a study conducted by
the IEducational Testing Serviee
of the mathematics and science
knowledge of 9-year-olds from 10
countries, the United States
placed ninth in math and third in
science. In ETS tests adminis-
{ered to 13-year-olds of 15 coun-
tries, the Uniled States placed
14th i math and 13th in sclence, a
dismal record. These results cer-
tainiy do not bode well for the
American workforce of the future,
pariicularly in an internalional
environment. S

The route our nalion must fol-
low, lhen, as the NAFTA treaty
becomes a reality, is to combine
cducation, which creates opportu-
nity through knowledge, with a
willingness and acceptance of
responsibility to establish hu-
manitarian goals, and with an
economic point of view which
secks alfordability for American
products through an equalization
of the standard of living among
our partners in order to produce a
trade poitcy which will benelit us
all.
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