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Free trade. It is perhaps the most hotly contested global issue from violent protests in the streets of Seattle to the highest levels of government and business. It pervades every aspect of the economic life of individuals, countries and corporations. In an era of increasing globalization, neo-liberal economic policies and the rise of transnational corporations, the power dynamics are shifting dramatically. National borders are being broken down, regional trading blocs are becoming the norm and governments are no longer the only player on the international stage. 

Free trade can be defined as the movement of labor, capital and goods between countries free from tariffs, subsidies, and regulations that give domestic industries an advantage over foreign ones. The concept of free trade arose after World War I and II, when protectionist economic policies threatened international peace and security. The General Agreement on Treaties and Trade or GATT was signed by 23 countries in 1948 to reduce customs tariffs. GATT was superseded in 1995 by the World Trade Organization or the WTO, which aims to promote free trade by persuading countries to abolish trade-distorting polices and other barriers to open markets.


Proponents of free trade and the World Trade Organization (WTO) argue that it increases global economic output and standard of living through economies of scale and specialization. They also argue that it reduces the threat of war through a mutual interest in trade cooperation. Critics point to the increasing gap between rich and poor, the unchecked power of transnational corporations and protectionist policies of rich countries at the expense of the poor. Profits leave the country to foreign shareholders while governments have less and less voice in the labour, environmental and economic policies governing trade. 

<i>Fair trade</i> is the answer to inequitable exchange. It is a system of trade which supports living wages and safe and healthy conditions for workers. Can free trade and fair trade converge? Can free trade work for the people that it is purported to help?

<b>Fair Trade Foods</b>
Coffee, teas, and chocolate are the most accessible fair trade products. Fair trade coffee in particular, is widely available in supermarkets and cafes. If your favorite coffee shop doesn’t serve fair trade coffee, ask for it! Fair trade foods are not always easy to find, but every purchase makes a difference to coffee farmers and food producers. By showing your support for these products, through the act of conscious consumerism, you are doing your part to end the inequitable treatment of underpaid labourers.
For more on Fair Trade visit:
http://www.risc.org.uk/fairtraded.html
“Making Trade Fair,” By David Robert Taylor
http://www.takingitglobal.org/panorama/article.html?ContentID=5331
