
Introduction
A free-trade agreement (FTA) between the United States 

and Colombia has been stalled in the U.S. Congress for 
more than four years since it was signed in November 2006. 
Proponents of the agreement argue that it will promote U.S. 
exports and deepen our ties with a key democratic ally in 
South America. Opponents in Congress and the U.S. labor 
movement contend that the Colombian government has not 
done enough to curb violence against trade unionists.

In his State of the Union address on January 25, 2011, 
President Obama highlighted his National Export Initiative as 
a way to promote growth and the creation of well-paying jobs. 
Toward that goal, he specifically mentioned pending trade 
agreements with South Korea, Panama, and Colombia:

Now, before I took office, I made it clear that 
we would enforce our trade agreements, and 
that I would only sign deals that keep faith with 
American workers and promote American jobs. 
That’s what we did with Korea, and that’s what I 
intend to do as we pursue agreements with Panama 
and Colombia and continue our Asia Pacific and 
global trade talks.1

The president and the leaders of the new 112th 
Congress are widely expected to work together in the com-
ing months to enact the South Korea agreement (analyzed 
in an October 2010 Cato Trade Briefing Paper).2 The fate 
of the Colombia agreement is much more in doubt. The 
purpose of this bulletin will be to examine the Colombia 
agreement in light of the president’s call to boost U.S. 
exports, and to examine whether violence in Colombia 

against union members poses a legitimate obstacle to trade 
liberalization.

Promoting U.S. Exports to Colombia
If enacted, the U.S.-Colombia trade agreement would 

eliminate barriers to billions of dollars of U.S. exports. 
Colombia is home to 45 million consumers and is one of 
the largest economies in Latin America, and a major mar-
ket for U.S. exports in the Western Hemisphere. In 2010, 
U.S. producers exported more than $11 billion in goods 
to Colombia, making it our third-largest market in Latin 
America, behind only Mexico and Brazil.3

Two-thirds of U.S. exports to Colombia are manufac-
tured goods. The top U.S. exports are chemicals, plastics, 
electrical equipment, excavating machinery, telecommuni-
cations equipment, computers and computer accessories, 
industrial engines, and drilling and oilfield equipment. 
Other major exports are fuel oil and corn.4

The pending trade agreement would eliminate about 
three-quarters of the duties on industrial and agricultural 
goods immediately. Almost all other duties would be 
phased out over 5 to 10 years, with a few stubborn agricul-
tural tariff-rate quotas hanging on for 19 years. The U.S. 
International Trade Commission estimates that the agree-
ment would boost U.S. exports by an additional $1.1 bil-
lion after full implementation.5 “The primary impact of the 
U.S.-Colombia [trade agreement] will be increased U.S. 
exports to Colombia as a result of enhanced U.S. access to 
the Colombia market,” the commission concluded.6

Anytime trade barriers can be lowered anywhere, at 
home or abroad, Americans benefit from greater competi-
tion and specialization. Reducing Colombia’s barriers to 
imports from the United States should be especially wel-
come in Washington because the reduction would help to 
advance President Obama’s National Export Initiative, the 
effort he launched in January 2010, which would double 
U.S. exports in the five years between 2009 and 2014.      
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If this ambitious goal is to come close to being realized, 
it will require a significant reduction in the trade barriers 
with our major trading partners. 

Toward that goal, passage of the Colombia agreement 
would have a positive impact on U.S. exports in the politi-
cally potent manufacturing and agriculture sectors, as well 
as the less visible but equally important services sector.

Manufacturing. The agreement would put an immedi-
ate dent in the average 11 percent tariffs that Colombia 
currently imposes on manufactured goods from the United 
States. For U.S. industrial and textile products entering 
Colombia, 76 percent of tariff lines would be duty free 
upon implementation. Other duties would be phased out 
within 5 to 10 years. Among the key sectors that would 
benefit:

 ● Construction Equipment. According to the U.S. 
Trade Representative’s Office, Colombian tariffs 
on such goods average 12 percent. Upon immediate 
enactment, 88 percent of U.S. industrial exports in 
this category will receive duty-free treatment, 
including such high-value construction equip-
ment as sinking machinery, dumpers, bulldozers, 
and mechanical shovels.7 According to testimony 
given to the U.S. International Trade Commission, 
the agreement would save $200,000 in duties on 
each large off-highway truck made in the United 
States and exported to Colombia.8 Because of its 
resource-intensive economy, Colombia is actually a 
bigger market for U.S.-made excavating equipment 
than China.9

 ● Chemicals. A third of U.S. industrial exports to 
Colombia are in this sector, in which tariffs average 
7.8 percent. Upon enactment, 82 percent of U.S. 
chemical products will receive duty-free treatment, 
including such high-value items as resins, fertilizers, 
soda ash, and new tires. All remaining tariffs will be 
phased out within 10 years.10 

 ● Plastics.  The agreement will eliminate tariffs on 60 
percent of U.S. exports of resin and manufactured 
plastics immediately upon implementation, and 
almost all remaining tariffs in this category will be 
eliminated over seven years.11

Agriculture. American farmers and ranchers would 
also reap immediate gains from the U.S.-Colombia trade 
agreement. In 2008, Americans sold $1.6 billion worth 
of farm goods in Colombia, making it the largest market 
for U.S. farm goods in the Western Hemisphere outside 
of Canada and Mexico. Our major export commodities to 
Colombia are corn, wheat, soybeans, and cotton. 

According to the U.S. Foreign Agricultural Service, 
Colombia’s tariffs on agricultural imports range from 5 to 
20 percent, with the higher tariffs imposing a real barrier 
to U.S. exports. Upon enactment, 77 percent of Colombia’s 
tariff lines affecting U.S. farm exports would go to zero, 
accounting for 52 percent of U.S. exports. Most other tar-
iffs would go to zero within 15 years, including many that 
would be eliminated within 5 years.12 

In recent testimony before the 112th Congress, American 
Farm Bureau President Bob Stallman hailed the agreement:

Colombia has one of the highest tariff structures 
in South America. This is the major impediment 
to market access in many sectors, including agri-
culture. Colombian import duties on agricultural 
and processed food products are currently high, 
and the average tariff rate is roughly 30 percent.  
Elimination of Colombia’s duties in the agricul-
tural sector would create new opportunities for 
American farmers and ranchers in this market, 
particularly relative to other suppliers that already 
have trade agreements with Colombia.13

Among the agricultural export sectors that would benefit 
most:

 ● Beef and pork. The agreement would grant immediate 
duty-free access to export categories most important 
to the U.S. beef industry, such as USDA Prime and 
Choice beef cuts. All other tariffs on beef would be 
eliminated within 15 years or sooner. Crippling tariffs 
on pork products, which range from 20 to 30 percent, 
would be phased out to zero within 5 to 15 years.14 
The U.S. International Trade Commission estimates 
the fully implemented agreement would boost U.S. 
beef exports to Colombia by 46 percent and pork 
exports by 72 percent.15

 ● Wheat, corn, and soybeans. These three commodi-
ties account for more than half of all U.S. agricultural 
exports to Colombia, with tariffs ranging from 5 to 
20 percent on wheat and soybeans and higher on corn 
depending on world prices. The agreement would im-
mediately eliminate all tariffs on imported U.S. wheat 
and soybeans. A maximum tariff of 25 percent on 
imported U.S. corn will be phased out in 12 years.16 

 ● Cotton. The agreement would immediately eliminate 
the 10 percent duty on U.S. cotton upon enactment.17 

Without the trade agreement, Colombian tariffs on 
U.S. manufacturing and agricultural goods could actually 
go much higher than existing levels. As a member of the 
World Trade Organization, Colombia has agreed to limits 
(or bindings) on the maximum tariffs it can apply in differ-
ent product categories. Colombia’s current applied tariffs 
are typically well below its tariff bindings, which means 
its government could raise tariffs substantially on most 
U.S. products without running afoul of its WTO commit-
ments. Colombia’s bindings run as high as 108 percent on 
pork, 150 percent on soybeans and soybean products, 194 
percent on corn, and 248 percent on wheat and barley. The 
trade agreement would not only reduce tariffs, but also 
bind Colombia’s tariffs to zero, protecting U.S. exporters 
from future tariff hikes.18 

Services. Liberalizing trade in services can be more 
challenging because it requires a change in behind-the-
border regulations rather than at-the-border duties. Yet 
services are a major source of export earnings for American 
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companies, which are competitive across a range of sec-
tors, including finance, banking, insurance, and education. 

The Colombia trade agreement would extend investor 
protections and guarantees of equal treatment to service 
providers in a broad range of sectors. The agreement takes 
a “negative list” approach, which means that it covers 
all sectors except a small number that are specifically 
excluded from its terms. An analysis by the U.S. Trade 
Commission predicts a small but real gain in U.S. service 
exports to Colombia, with the gains limited by the small 
size of the Colombian market.

Gains in market access would be especially strong for the 
U.S. financial sector. According to the USITC, “The financial 
services chapter will contribute to favorable conditions for 
U.S. providers of banking, securities, and insurance services. 
Particularly important provisions for U.S. industry include 
new commitments regarding asset management, cross-border 
insurance services, and mutual and pension funds.”19 The 
agreement would allow U.S. insurance companies to establish 
local branches for the first time.20

Small and Medium-Sized Exporters. Trade with 
Colombia is not just a Fortune 500 phenomenon. 
According to the U.S. Commerce Department, more than 
10,000 U.S. companies export to Colombia, 85 percent of 
them small and medium-sized (SME) companies employ-
ing fewer than 500 workers. Those SMEs account for more 
than a third of U.S. exports to Colombia.21

A trade agreement can be especially helpful to SMEs 
because it establishes more transparent rules and arbitration 
procedures. It opens up the government procurement process 
for smaller contractors and reduces the fixed costs of regula-
tions that can be especially burdensome to smaller companies.

A Politician’s Dream of a “Level Playing Field”
The Colombia agreement should be especially attrac-

tive to members of Congress who demand that such 
agreements deliver a “level playing field” of equal tariff 
treatment for each other’s exports. The agreement deliv-
ers on that demand, reducing Colombia’s tariffs to match 
the near-zero level of existing U.S. tariffs on imports 
from Colombia. 

U.S. tariffs are already low because of unilateral tariff 
preferences that have been in place since 1991 through the 
Andean Trade Preferences Act. The ATPA offers duty-
free access to the large majority of imports from Colombia 
and three neighboring countries. As a result of this “tariff 
asymmetry,” the agreement will have a more stimulat-
ing effect on U.S. exports than imports. According to the 
USITC analysis,

As a result of Colombia’s status as an ATPA ben-
eficiary, Colombian exporters generally face sub-
stantially lower tariffs in the U.S. market than do 
U.S. exporters in the Colombian market. With few 
exceptions, Colombia’s average ad valorem tariff 
equivalent rates in the economywide model range 
from 10 to 20 percent, whereas almost all U.S. 
sector average tariff rates in the model are zero 
or near zero, with only one exceeding 3 percent 

(sugar). Given this tariff asymmetry, the [trade 
agreement] is likely to result in a much larger 
increase in U.S. exports to Colombia than in U.S. 
imports from Colombia.22

As a further comfort to politicians worried about 
import competition, the kinds of products we buy from 
Colombia do not tend to compete head-to-head with politi-
cally sensitive U.S. sectors. The top four U.S. imports from 
Colombia in 2010, accounting for 86 percent of our total 
imports from that country, were oil and other fuels, pre-
cious and semiprecious stones, coffee and tea, and flowers 
and plants.23 None of those sectors involves anxieties over 
U.S. job losses or competitiveness.

Of course, if the ultimate goal is to promote economic 
freedom and efficiency, as it should be, there is nothing 
wrong with a trade agreement that results in the elimina-
tion of existing U.S. barriers to imports. In fact, as Cato 
studies have argued elsewhere, opening our own market to 
enhanced import competition is one of the main economic 
benefits of a trade agreement, even if that competition 
proves unpopular with politicians and protected interests. 
Introducing more vigorous import competition to our 
domestic economy, like competition generally, spurs lower 
prices and more variety for consumers, and more innovation 
and productivity among producers. The more we “give” in 
terms of our own market access, the more we gain.24

For the record, the agreement will confer modest bless-
ings on U.S. consumers. According to the USITC, the 
biggest change in imports will come from a very grudging 
expansion of the sugar quota imposed on Colombia, and 
increased imports of dairy products and certain smaller 
crop categories. The result would be a reduction in prices 
enough to confer a $400 million a year boost to the real 
income of American consumers and a $2.5 billion boost to 
the nation’s GDP.25 Those are small gains in the context 
of a $14 trillion economy, but they are nonetheless real. 
Politicians should think of it as a stimulus that does not 
require a dime of federal debt.

The Risk of Inaction: Shrinking Market Share
If Congress and the administration fail to enact the 

Colombia agreement, all those potential gains to U.S. 
exporters and U.S. consumers will be lost. Failure will also 
raise the risk that U.S. producers could suffer permanent 
loss of market share to competitors in countries that are 
moving ahead with trade agreements with Colombia.

While Washington has dallied in approving the trade 
agreement with our South American ally, Colombia has 
been moving ahead. In early 2005, a free-trade agreement 
went into effect with the Mercosur countries of Brazil, 
Argentina, Uruguay, and Paraguay, which are all important 
agricultural exporters. Colombia recently signed similar 
trade pacts with Canada and the European Union, which 
are expected to be implemented later this year or by early 
2012. Negotiations are also underway with South Korea, 
and might soon start with Japan as well. 

U.S. exporters already appear to be losing market 
share because of delayed implementation of the Colombia 
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agreement. According to the Embassy of Colombia in 
Washington, the U.S. share of Colombian wheat imports 
dropped from 72 percent in 2008 to 46 percent in 2009, 
with Canada and Argentina filling the gap. The U.S. share 
of Colombia’s corn imports fell even further, from 80 
percent to 37 percent, with Argentina and Brazil the main 
beneficiaries.26 Implementing the agreement would help 
U.S. exporters stem or reverse those losses. 

Without an agreement, U.S. manufacturing exporters 
will also soon be at a disadvantage compared to their major 
competitors in Canada, the European Union, and South Korea. 
Manufacturers in those countries will soon be able to sell into 
Colombia’s market duty free while U.S. manufacturers must 
overcome the 11 percent average tariff Colombia imposes on 
manufactured goods. As the USITC testimony showed, this 
can result in hundreds of thousands of dollars of extra cost 
imposed on earth-moving machinery and other high-value 
products exported from the United States.

The U.S.-Colombia trade agreement should be an 
easy call for the Obama administration and members of 
Congress. It would remove barriers to U.S. exports to a 
major market in our own hemisphere. It would deliver 
the level playing field of mutual free trade, putting U.S. 
exporters on equal tariff footing with their competitors 
in Colombia—and even more importantly, with their 
competitors in other countries who are also selling in the 
Colombian market. The administration’s full-court press to 
promote U.S. exports will lose credibility if the president 
fails to do all he can to see that the Colombia trade agree-
ment soon becomes law.

Why the Free Trade Agreement Matters to Colombia
The United States continues to be Colombia’s main 

trading partner, although this position is now being chal-
lenged by the rising commercial presence of China. 
Colombian president Juan Manuel Santos, who was inau-
gurated in August 2010, has continued his predecessor’s 
push for negotiating free-trade agreements with Colombia’s 
most important commercial allies. Moreover, the current 
administration has complemented that push with a strong 
unilateral drive for the dismantling of trade barriers—a 
welcome move in a country with a long-standing tradition 
of protectionism.

However, the FTA with the United States continues to 
be the “the jewel in the crown” of Colombia’s trade agen-
da. Despite the fact that most Colombian exports already 
enter the U.S. market duty free, the lingering uncertainty 
surrounding the constant extensions of the ATPA—and its 
vulnerability to future challenges in the WTO—constitutes 
a handicap to Colombia’s footing as an attractive destina-
tion for foreign direct investment. This is aggravated by the 
fact that most of Colombia’s Latin American neighbors—
and competitors for foreign direct investment—such as 
Mexico, the Central American countries, Peru, and Chile, 
already have free-trade agreements with the United States.

Colombian exporters have also been harmed by 
the constant diplomatic spats of their government with 
neighboring Venezuela and its autocratic president Hugo 
Chávez. Until a few years ago, Venezuela was Colombia’s 

second main trading partner, but because of disputes 
regarding Chávez’s now well-known support of the 
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) 
guerrillas in Colombia, the border between both countries 
has been shut down several times in recent years. In 2008, 
Colombian exports to Venezuela amounted to $5.4 billion, 
but by November 2010 they had dropped to $1.3 billion.27 
Even worse, the Venezuelan government, which largely 
controls food distribution in that country through a state-
owned agency, owes Colombian exporters approximately 
$500 million in delayed payments for their sales.28 

The FTA with the United States would boost the 
Colombian economy and complement other important mar-
ket reforms carried out in that country in the last decade.29 
More importantly, the FTA would increase the potential 
benefits of the ambitious land reform that the Santos 
administration has announced as one of its priorities. 
Unlike previous land reforms in Latin America, in which 
the government took land from large landowners and dis-
tributed it among peasants without also giving them proper 
ownership, the aim of the Santos administration is to res-
titute approximately 2.2 million displaced Colombians of 
the land they lost during decades of armed conflict.30 Even 
though this reform aims at correcting a historic wrong, it 
would do little to improve the lot of hundreds of thousands 
of Colombian farmers if it is not accompanied by other 
economic measures, such as trade liberalization, which 
would boost the competitiveness of the country’s largely 
underdeveloped agricultural sector. 

After a decade of substantial improvements in the 
areas of security and the economy, Colombia stands to 
benefit from a free-trade agreement with its most important 
partner. By approving this FTA, the United States would 
contribute significantly to Colombia’s economic develop-
ment at a crucial point in the country’s history.

Putting Violence against Unions into Perspective
Violence against union members continues to be the 

rallying cry of those opposed to the FTA with Colombia, 
despite the economic benefits of the agreement and even 
though evidence of progress against the violence contin-
ues to accumulate. The latest data show that assassinations 
against union members have consistently declined since the 
beginning of the last decade, when the country was engulfed 
in a brutal three-way armed conflict between left-wing 
guerrillas, right-wing paramilitary groups, and the army. 

The statistics on the number of killings against union 
members vary depending on the source, with the figure 
from the government’s Ministry of Social Protection being 
lower than that of the National Union School (ENS for 
its acronym in Spanish), a Colombian nongovernmental 
organization affiliated with the labor movement. However, 
both sources show a steep decline in the number of killings 
since 2001. Moreover, when compared with the total num-
ber of homicides in the country, killings of union members 
clearly have dropped at a faster rate than those of the gen-
eral population (see Figure 1). 

Critics of the FTA fail to recognize that violent crime 
affects all levels of Colombian society, not only trade 
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unions. What is more, the statistics show that union mem-
bers enjoy more security than the population at large. 
Looking at the homicide rate as defined by the number 
of murders per 100,000 inhabitants, the rate for the total 
population in 2010 was 33.9 per 100,000, whereas the rate 
for union killings was 5.3 per 100,000 unionists that same 
year (using the statistics of the ENS).31 That means that the 
homicide rate for the overall population is 6 times higher 
than that for union members. 

Researchers Daniel Mejía and María José Uribe of the 
Universidad de los Andes also analyzed the murder statis-
tics of other vulnerable groups of Colombia’s civil society, 
such as journalists, teachers, and politicians, among oth-
ers, and found that “Not only has progress in security been 
greater for union members than for the total population, but 
it has been greater than for other vulnerable groups.”32

Still, opponents of the FTA claim that Colombia con-
tinues to be the most dangerous country in the world in 
which to be a trade unionist. According to Guy Ryder, 
General Secretary of the International Trade Union 
Confederation, “standing up for fundamental rights of 
workers [in Colombia] is more likely than anywhere else to 
mean a death sentence.”33 Are trade unionists being target-
ed for their activities or are they just victims of the general 
violence that still mires Colombia? 

In their comprehensive state-by-state study on violence 
against union members, Mejía and Uribe analyzed the statis-
tics on assassinations of trade unionists and compared them 
to data on union activity in each Colombian state, such as 

wage agreements, strikes, and work stoppages. After control-
ling for other variables that might impact the results, like 
per capita income, government protection, and presence of 
irregular armed groups, Mejía and Uribe found “no statistical 
evidence supporting the hypothesis that more union activity 
causes more violence against union members.”34 The states 
that reported the highest union murder rates didn’t correlate 
with the states with the highest levels of union activism. 
Moreover, according to their results, “the violence against 
union members can be explained by the general level of vio-
lence and by low levels of economic development.”35 Thus, 
the empirical evidence belies the claim that trade unionists 
in Colombia are systematically targeted because of their 
involvement in the labor movement. 

Edward Schumacher-Matos, a visiting professor at 
Harvard University, provided more facts to substantiate this 
finding. He looked at the number of convictions won in union 
cases in 2001–2007, and found that out of 87 convictions, in 
only 17 cases did the judges rule that union activity was the 
cause of the crime. A large proportion of the homicides was 
related to common crime, crimes of passion, and membership 
in guerrilla organizations.36 Groups opposed to the FTA with 
Colombia don’t challenge these figures, and they even admit 
that in an overwhelming majority of the cases, the perpetrators 
of trade unionist murders are unknown: of the 2,704 homi-
cides committed against union members between 1986 and 
August 2009, 88 percent of the cases remain unsolved.37

Even though the evidence indicates that union mem-
bers are not systematically targeted for their activities, 

Figure 1
Colombia: Total Murders vs. Union Member Murders, 2001–2010
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since 2002 the Colombian government has committed 
substantial resources to ensure their safety. Over 1,400 
trade unionists were under a government protection pro-
gram in 2010—more than any other vulnerable group of 
Colombia’s civil society. In 2007, a special department 
started operating in the Office of the Prosecutor General 
dedicated exclusively to solving crimes against union 
members and bringing the perpetrators to justice. Close to 
85 percent of the sentences issued since 2000 for assassi-
nations of trade unionists were issued after the creation of 
this department (see Figure 2). Additionally, three special-
ized judges were appointed in 2007 to adjudicate criminal 
cases involving union members. This has significantly con-
tributed to a faster review process.38

The violence that afflicts trade unionists is not unique 
from that which affects all Colombians. In light of the 
remarkable achievements in security that the country has 
experienced in the last decade, it is unreasonable for the 
United States to continue to withhold approval of the FTA 
on the basis of further unspecified progress in protecting 
union members in Colombia. 

Conclusion
A free-trade agreement with Colombia would achieve 

a number of worthy U.S. policy objectives. An agreement 
would reduce significant barriers to U.S. exports to a major 
Latin American market, moving the United States closer to 
meeting President Obama’s goal of doubling U.S. exports 
by 2014. It would remove uncertainty over Colombia’s 
access to the U.S. market, aiding that country’s efforts to 

develop its economy and reduce poverty. And it would 
strengthen civil society in Colombia, reinforcing the efforts 
of the country’s new reform-minded government to reduce 
violence even further and to bolster the nation’s already 
robust democracy in the face of antidemocratic forces in 
the region. Such an agreement would “keep faith” not only 
with American workers but also with our national interest 
in promoting peace and prosperity in our own hemisphere.
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