February 1, 2005

The Honorable J. Dennis Hastert

Speaker

U.S. House of Representatives

Washington, D.C.  20515

Dear Mr. Speaker:

The undersigned food and agricultural organizations wish to express our support for quick action and passage of the Central American and Dominican Republic Free Trade Agreements (CAFTA-DR).  The CAFTA will create a free trade area covering the United States, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua.  Along with the Dominican Republic, these comprehensive agreements will expand U.S. agricultural exports and put U.S. agriculture on an equal footing with its competitors in these markets.

In 2003, the United States ran a trade deficit in food and agricultural products of about $800 million with the five Central American nations and the Dominican Republic.  Based on data for the first 11 months of 2004, this deficit has not improved.  Currently, over 99 percent of food and agricultural products from these countries already receive duty free treatment in the United States, while U.S. farm exports face significant barriers in these markets.  Without implementation of the CAFTA-DR, U.S. agriculture will continue to be prejudiced by this non-reciprocal trade, and will be forced to continue to compete for those markets against third countries that currently maintain a competitive advantage.

Over half of U.S. agricultural products will become eligible for duty-free treatment in these countries immediately upon implementation of the agreements, with most remaining duties on U.S. products phased out over 15 years.  Examples of U.S. exports to the Central American region that can be expected to gain significantly from CAFTA include corn and other feed grains (valued in 2003 at $190 million), wheat ($146 million), rice ($76 million), soybeans and meal ($125 million), poultry ($59 million), dairy products ($27 million), pork ($18 million), apples ($7 million), and beef ($7 million).  Some key export commodities to the Dominican Republic include corn and other feed grains ($112 million), soybean meal and oil ($81 million), wheat ($40 million), dairy products ($9 million), dried beans and peas ($4 million), and poultry products ($7 million).  Processed food exports could also be expected to increase from $359 million to $662 million upon elimination of tariffs. 
In addition, important non-tariff issues, such as sanitary and phytosanitary measures, are being resolved as part of the CAFTA-DR.  The CAFTA countries, for example, are moving toward recognizing our meat inspection system as equivalent for purposes of exporting to their markets.  Implementation of the CAFTA - DR would also provide an ongoing system for bilateral dispute settlement and would eliminate the use of export subsidies on agricultural trade within the region.  These important achievements would be lost without passage of the Agreement. 
U.S. agricultural exports can be expected to grow, not only because of the direct effect of reduced tariffs and other restrictions, but also because of the economic growth that will result from the CAFTA -DR.  As we have seen in other bilateral and regional free trade agreements, exports grow to the benefit of producers and consumers in all nations, and these agreements will be no different.

The undersigned organizations urge you to show your support for American agriculture by acting quickly to approve legislation that will implement these trade agreements and allow U.S. producers to compete on a level playing field in the region.  

Sincerely,

	Altria Group, Inc. 

	American Bakers Association 

	American Farm Bureau Federation 

	American Feed Industry Association

	American Frozen Food Institute

	American Meat Institute

	American Potato Trade Alliance 

	American Soybean Association

	Animal Health Institute 

	Biotechnology Industry Organization 

	Blue Diamond Growers 

	California Table Grape Commission 

	Cargill, Incorporated

	Corn Refiners Association 

	Elanco

	Food Products Association 

	Grocery Manufacturers of America

	International Dairy Foods Association

	Louis Dreyfus Corporation

	National Association of Wheat Growers 

	National Cattlemen's Beef Association

	National Chicken Council

	National Confectioners Association

	National Corn Growers Association

	National Grain and Feed Association

	National Grain Sorghum Producers 

	National Grain Trade Council 

	National Grange

	National Milk Producers Federation 

	National Oilseed Processors Association

	National Pork Producers Council

	National Potato Council 

	National Renderers Association 

	National Turkey Federation

	North American Export Grain Association

	North American Millers’ Association 

	Northwest Horticultural Council

	Pet Food Institute 

	Sweetener Users Association 

	The Distilled Spirits Council 

	The Fertilizer Institute 

	U.S. Dairy Export Council 

	United Egg Producers 

	United States Dry Bean Council 

	US Apple Association 

	US Hide, Skin and Leather Association

	US Meat Export Federation

	US Wheat Associates

	USA Poultry and Egg Export Council 

	USA Rice Federation 

	Washington State Potato Commission

	Wheat Export Trade Education Committee 


