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He and other clergy members plan to employ the tools of mass communication, including television, to build a national movement for what he calls ‘‘progressive principles of justice.’’ In the last few weeks, with
his public support for Senator John Kerry
and his dire warnings about another four
years of President Bush, he has jumped feet
first into America’s most divisive and,
maybe, most important culture war.
‘‘The issue facing religious people is justice,’’ he said one recent Saturday morning
in his office in the soaring Gothic church,
which overlooks the Hudson River. ‘‘How can
we justify a corporate officer making a salary that is a thousand times more than the
lowest-paid member of the corporation? Poverty is the real weapon of mass destruction.
But in this capitalist society when we raise
questions about the freedom of some to
enjoy an inordinate proportion of the resources while others lack basic necessities,
it becomes a hard and difficult discussion.’’
Controversy is nothing new in the pulpit of
Riverside Church. The Rev. William Sloane
Coffin Jr., who was the senior minister before Dr. Forbes assumed the post in 1989,
opened the church doors to political refugees
from Central America and called for an end
to the production of nuclear weapons. Dr.
Forbes has welcomed gays and Buddhists
into the congregation and has fostered the
spontaneity of his own Pentecostal tradition, encouraging emotional personal testimony, applause and standing ovations. But
times have changed. The social activism
that was more widely accepted within the
mainsteam church decades ago has given
way to a narrower belief that stresses personal piety and devotion. Dr. Forbes, who
travels the country trying to galvanize liberal clergy members into a national network, is often a voice crying in the wilderness.
He seeks, he said, to remind Americans
that they also have carried out violence and
oppression in the name of God.
‘‘Christians have joined in this negativity,’’ he said. ‘‘Don’t forget the Klan.
They were bent on destroying innocent people. Bad people are not confined to any one
religious tradition.’’
Dr. Forbes, 69, dressed in a blue blazer and
pressed gray slacks, speaks with the hypnotic rhythm of a preacher, his words cascading in slow, elegant waterfalls. He comes
naturally to the pulpit, growing up the second oldest of eight children in Burgaw, N.C.,
where his father was a Pentecostal bishop.
Dr. Forbes shared a story he has told before. When his family sat down to dinner, his
mother, who worked as a maid for a white
family, always asked, ‘‘Are all the children
in?’’
‘‘And if there was a child not present, we
had to prepare a plate for that child and put
it in the oven before we could say grace and
our Bible verses and eat,’’ he said. ‘‘That is
the image I have of God. God, for me, is
Momma Eternal. Before I eat, God asks, ‘Are
all the children in?’ ’’
He went to school to be a doctor, graduating with a degree in science from Howard
University. But after ‘‘being called’’ to be a
preacher, he enrolled at Union Theological
Seminary. ‘‘God called me to be a healer,’’ he
said, ‘‘but a healer of souls and culture.’’
He served in small churches in the South,
earning a reputation as a preacher of power,
and joined the civil rights movement. He
participated in sit-ins at segregated lunch
counters in Woolworth’s stores.
In 1976 he returned to New York to be a
professor of preaching and worship at Union,
and from there went to the pulpit at Riverside. Dr. Forbes is married to Bettye Franks
Forbes, a musician, and they have one son.
His Pentecostal background unsettles
some in the congregation who see him as

emotional and showy. The squabbles, however, do not dim what he defines as an era of
‘‘renewal’’ in which social justice values—
values that drew him to the ministry—will
again surge to the forefront.
Injustice, he said, is not an abstraction in
his life. He knows the pain of being excluded.
On the first day he was allowed to sit as a
black man at a lunch counter at Woolworth’s
he sat next to a white woman who had already ordered her meal. When he sat down
she stood and left, and he went home and
wrote a poem:
Why did she move when I sat down?
Surely she could not tell so soon that my
Saturday bath had worn away.
Or that savage passion had pushed me for a
rape.
Perhaps it was the cash she carried in her
purse.
She could not risk a theft so early in the
month.
And who knows that on tomorrow t’would
fall her lot
To drink her coffee from a cup my darkened
hands had clutched?
So horrible was that moment, I too should
have run away.
For prejudice has the odor of a dying beast.
Whether racist or rapist, both fall into the
savage class.
And the greatest theft of all is to rob one’s
right to be.
f

MULTINATIONALS WILL EMERGE
AS MAIN WINNERS FROM CAFTA
RATIFICATION

HON. EDOLPHUS TOWNS
OF NEW YORK

IN THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

Friday, November 19, 2004
Mr. TOWNS. Mr. Speaker, on May 28,
2004, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala,
Honduras, Nicaragua, together with the United
States, signed a free trade accord whose underlying principle is the aggressive protection
and expansion of individual and corporate investor rights. These privileges come at the expense of environmental protection, legislative
independence, and a nation’s right to autonomously determine social and economic policy.
Despite the assurances of its proponents, the
Central America Free Trade Accord (CAFTA)
is not likely to translate into a significant improvement for the region’s atrocious labor
rights record because it does not institute the
fixed penalties and incentives required for
such a profound change. The absence of such
provisions is especially distressing in Central
American societies that, in a twisted and
deadly caricature of respectable collective bargaining, have historically witnessed hundreds
of labor leaders gunned down and intimidated
by hired hands on the payrolls of land owners
and factory managers.
The agreement’s limited and unbalanced
scope is a result of a heavily delimited negotiating process that lacked any sense of transparency and only involved government-sponsored experts. Numerous NGO’s, civic organizations, trade unions groups and political figures in both Central America and the U.S.
have expressed their opposition to the agreement. In its present form, CAFTA represents a
very significant undermining of the traditional
sovereign rights of nations and exposes a
lamentable deference on the part of Central
American governments. This clearly dem-
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onstrates their intent of mainly serving privileged elements of their societies at the expense of the generality of their populations.
Once implemented, CAFTA will, in fact, likely
condemn the area’s agricultural, service and
industrial workers to further marginalization,
with the accompanying risk that they might fall
into abject poverty. Most likely, comparable
Central American enterprises will be hardpressed to successfully compete with foreign
competitors because they lack the economies
of scale, investor control, access to low interest loans, investor pool and an outreach to
skilled management which is readily available
to transnational commercial entities.
UNEVEN GROUND

If and when CAFTA is ratified, it will represent a momentous victory to business sectors in the U.S. and in Central America. The
five Central American nations that are taking
part in the agreement constitute a relatively
underdeveloped region whose total GDP
equals only $152 billion, or a negligible fraction of the U.S.’s $11 trillion economy. CAFTA
fails to adequately consider this facet of the
signatories’ asymmetrical relationship. According to renowned Nicaraguan academic Rene
Oscar Vargas, ‘‘CAFTA is a vehicle for an increase of U.S. exports and an opportunity to
maximize the potential of its basic industries:
information technology, telecommunications,
the service industry, agriculture and intellectual property.’’ On another occasion Vargas
commented, ‘‘What is CAFTA but an agreement between unequal partners.’’
The principle that states that free trade is
beneficial to all those involved is misleading
and simplistic as it disregards the fact that
with unfettered access, the advantage almost
always lies with the powerful. In its current format, CAFTA is the economic equivalent of a
220-pound heavyweight being allowed to step
into the ring against a 112-pound flyweight. Although international trade and foreign investment are necessary components of any economy, it is a state’s responsibility to prioritize
the interests of all its citizens, not just the privileged few, and certainly not that of
transnational corporations.
For the CAFTA agreement to be ratified, it
must be approved by the legislature and
signed by the president of each signatory
country. A full and transparent reexamination
of its costs and benefits, and who will be the
winners and losers, is imperative because renegotiation of contested clauses will be all but
impossible once the agreement is ratified. A
look at Mexico’s experience with NAFTA, and
its unsuccessful attempts to renegotiate agriculture-related provisions, underscores the serious implications of ratifying CAFTA. Freetrade agreements are not in themselves pernicious instruments. However, they must prove
beneficial to both parties, and the Central
American Free Trade Agreement, in its current
format, does not satisfy this overriding requirement. If this agreement is implemented without
alterations, it could very well demonstrate that
unscrupulousness and greed will prevail over
the best interests of the citizens directly concerned.
FOREIGN INVESTMENT IS THE PANACEA

Behind the rhetoric used to tout CAFTA’s
virtues—that it promotes a win-win scenario—
the reality is that it will provide already wellheeled international and domestic corporations
and investors with lucrative incentives, protections, and almost plenary immunity from prosecution. In Article 10.28 of the agreement, the
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definition of an investor is purposefully vague
as it encompasses any individual involved or
considering participation in a business venture. If CAFTA is ratified, any investing individual or corporation will have the vested right
to challenge a nation’s national or local policy,
regulation, or law which they perceive as an
impediment to their business dealings, and
can call for it to be voided before a supranational dispute panel. This ability to circumscribe constitutionally enacted national
legislation and regulation, or seek monetary
compensation for their enforcement, gives rise
to a new class of parties who essentially will
be above the rule of local law. Like the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)
ratified by Mexico, the U.S. and Canada and
put into effect in 1994, this accord would provide private parties a protection that today is
not in conformity with existing U.S. law. In addition, CAFTA does not clearly and reciprocally address a nation’s legitimate course of
action when a corporation is thought to have
participated in unlawful behavior within its
boundaries.
To enforce its bylaws, CAFTA will create an
unaccountable supranational body bestowed
with the authority to redress any so-called infringement on a foreign corporation’s or investor’s economic interests. Not only is the burden of proof in these cases placed upon the
respective government, the plaintiffs face little
consequence if they submit a frivolous complaint. Past experience with NAFTA suggests
that environmental regulations will be the object of most of the infringement suits that will
be filed because, despite Central America
being the second most biodiverse region in
the world, sustainable development is not a
central tenet of CAFTA. In fact, the mere
threat of legal action, and the accompanying
litigation costs, should discourage the region’s
economically-strapped nations from aggressively enforcing environmental regulations.
The optimistic contention made by the Office of the U.S. Trade Representative in an
August 2003 Interim Environmental Review,
that ‘‘CAFTA may have positive environmental
consequences in Central America,’’ is disputed
by Dr. Angel Maria Ibarra, president of the
Salvadoran Ecological Unit (UNES). She notes
that ‘‘a simple reading of the text and its relationship to other chapters reveals its essentially cosmetic nature. CAFTA is a custommade agreement for transnational corporations.’’ This is a thesis that U.S.-based private
environmental organizations, such as the Center for International Environmental Law and
the Sierra Club, have consistently reaffirmed.
In negotiations with the Central American
countries, Washington pushed for and succeeded in institutionalizing a mechanism that
suborns the very tenets of a country’s sovereignty. There is no doubt that CAFTA will
hinder the ability of the region’s citizens to
propose, discuss, and implement the rules of
conduct which they may consider to be desirable and appropriate. The pact, therefore,
challenges the very essence of using legislative action as a legitimate vehicle to achieve
economic and social redress. Interestingly,
whereas Washington refuses to participate in
many supranational bodies, like the International Criminal Court and the Kyoto Protocol, citing their need to protect national interests, such fears are hypocritically brushed
aside when lucrative private business transactions involving the state are at stake and the

possibility of unfavorable rulings against enterprises are most likely to be minimal.
HANDCUFFING THE STATE

The restrictions which CAFTA imposes on
Central American governments will extend well
beyond the capacity, or lack thereof, of states
to bind companies to comply with domestic
laws. In simplest terms, CAFTA will prohibit
states from determining and implementing
economic and social policies which their
branches of government believe are most suitable to their developmental needs, thus forcing them to adhere to a ‘‘one size fits all’’ liberalizing recipe that does not account for the
unique particularities of a given country. Under
this system, the agreement’s provisions substitute for an objective cost-benefit analysis of
the beneficial or negative impacts a particular
policy, regulation, or law would have on society. If, for example, Costa Rican authorities
decide that they wish to encourage an emerging and possibly lucrative sector of the economy through tariffs and incentives, as Ireland
and the much-lauded Asian Tigers most successfully did with their information technology
and manufacturing industries, respectively,
CAFTA provisions could be used to prohibit
them from doing so.
In addition, the eventual elimination of all
tariffs will expose essential domestic industries
to potentially devastating competition from
multinational corporations that enjoy a tremendous advantage based on their economies of
scale or, as is the case with white corn, Washington-subsidized production. Even government procurement, a mechanism that the U.S.
government itself utilizes in certain instances
to offset market inequities, will not be exempt
from CAFTA’s strict regulations. According to
Chapter Ten of the pact’s text, foreign actors
must be guaranteed the same treatment, in
both the public and private sphere, as a nation’s citizens. This begs the question of who
the Central American negotiators were in fact
representing when they agreed to these stipulations, because they demonstrably will not
benefit the majority of their own citizens. In the
long term, the region’s severely underdeveloped economies can be expected to fall
prey to the natural forces of the market and
will undoubtedly incur heavy domestic job attrition, the displacement of thousands of small
and medium scale farmers and a more
skewed distribution of wealth to the benefit of
the nation’s privileged capital-holding minority.
Salvador Arias, a Salvadoran legislator with
the Faribundo Marti Liberation Front (FMLN),
told La Nacion USA, a Washington D.C. area
daily, that his country alone would likely lose
upwards of 54,000 agricultural jobs during the
first year of CAFTA’s implementation.
NO NEW LABOR PROTECTIONS

CAFTA’s proponents assure critics that the
agreement will encourage a marked improvement in labor rights for Central American
workers. The chapter in CAFTA that addresses this issue, however, seems much more
concerned with ensuring a level playing field
for U.S.-based corporations than protecting
the region’s workers. The real aim of the
agreement’s provisions appears to be the ability to retain the excessively low costs of production that grossly unsatisfactory working
conditions help maintain without appearing to
do so. In this respect, even though Article 16.2
states that Central American governments
must ‘‘strive to ensure’’ compliance with their
domestic labor laws and guarantee not to ‘‘en-

courage trade or investment by weakening or
reducing the protections’’ these laws provide,
this, and other passages like it, fall far short of
constituting a sturdy defense of labor rights
and make the chapter’s overall lackadaisical
tone one of the agreement’s most grievous
deficiencies.
In a March press release, Human Rights
Watch (HRW) strongly criticized the agreement’s glaring reliance on current Central
American domestic legislation that, until now,
has been ineffective in curbing labor rights
abuses. In addition, that organization maintains that real change will not come about unless CAFTA adopts strong ‘‘procedural guarantees for [their] enforcement.’’ Without clearer mechanisms that redress worker abuse
(which ideally would be equal to those that
CAFTA would provide to investors) only blind
optimists foresee anything more than a marginal improvement of the currently often corrosive, if not deplorable and inhumane, labor
rights situation in Central America. In fact, the
question of whether CAFTA, in its current format, will improve the overall standard of living
of the region’s inhabitants is highly debatable
at best.
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Mr. PAYNE. Mr. Speaker, I invite my colleagues here in the House of Representatives
to join me as I rise to acknowledge the rededication ceremony of Rutgers-Newark’s Hill Hall.
Originally dedicated in 1972, Hill Hall was
named in honor of Bessie Nelms Hill.
Bessie Nelms Hill had an accomplished and
distinguished career as an educator and community leader. She was also the first AfricanAmerican to serve on the Rutgers Board of
Governors. Her dedicated service spanned a
six year period from 1965–1971. Ms. Hill’s appointment to the Board followed an illustrious
career as an English teacher, Department
Chair and Guidance Counselor in Trenton,
New Jersey for 40 years. She has been credited with inspiring and helping thousands of
students including former New York City
Mayor, David Dinkins.
Bessie Hill worked tirelessly as an activist
helping to promote equality and preserving the
rights of African-Americans throughout New
Jersey and the nation as a whole. She once
served as state secretary for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP). Ms. Hill was also one of the
founders of the Montgomery Branch YWCA
and the Carver Center YWCA both in Trenton.
The tradition of excellence continues in the
Nelms Hill family as, Ms. Anzella K. Nelms, a
niece, is the deputy superintendent of the
Newark Public Schools. Her tireless efforts to
promote education on the elementary level are
to be commended as well.
Mr. Speaker, I know that my colleagues
agree that the rededication of Hill Hall ceremony which will include the unveiling of Bessie Nelms Hill’s portrait will inspire the current
generation of Rutgers-Newark’s students. It

