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he Colombia Free Trade Agreement is based on the same flawed agriculture policies
that have already undercut many American fruit and vegetable producers under the
North American Free Trade Agreement.

permanent and would likely spur additional foreign in-
vestment in the flower industry and increase
cut flower imports into the United
States. Colombian flower export-
ers expect that U.S. investments
in the Colombian flower industry
will increase under the FTA.3

The Colombian FTA would provide perma-
nent access to United States markets for
agriculture products. Although many of
Colombia’s agricultural exports are tropi-
cal crops like coffee, bananas, and
pineapples, one of Colombia’s
main agricultural exports — cut
flowers — compete directly
with flower growers across

the United States. Colom-
bia’s low wages, lax worker
safety rules and lenient pes-
ticide standards provide a
cheaper export platform to
compete against U.S. flower
producers. American investors
and floriculture companies are
already investing in Colombia’s cut
flower industry to take advantage of
the proposed Colombia FTA.

Global cut flower exports to
the United States have grown
steadily over the past fifteen
years, more than doubling
from $326 million in 1990

to $768 million in 2006.4

These imports have become

the majority of flowers sold

at U.S. retail flower outlets.

In 1990, the majority (57
percent) of U.S. retail flower
sales were from American grow-
ers, but by 2006, two thirds (67
While U.S. flower producers face a percent) of U.S. flower sales were imported
continued flood of Colombian cut flower flowers.> More than half of imported flowers come
imports, Under the Colombia FTA, Colombian from Colombia.® These rising imports have undercut
subsistence farmers will face stiff competition from Ameri-
can corn, rice, and chicken. After NAFTA, more than a mil-
lion small farmers abandoned their land after low-priced U.S. Imports of Colombian Cut and
American corn undercut their production of Mexico’s basic Dried Flowers (Millions of Dollars) so0s
food staple. There are more than 3.6 million Colombian
agricultural workers and more than 10 million rural Co- sa15 $418
lombians that could be directly affected by increased U.S. 8366 5300 $361
exports of staple food crops.* Nor do Colombia’s workers in i $302 00
the flower industry thrive. Most flower workers receive pal- s249 S
try wages for hard work under hazardous conditions. $203

$449

$344

Cut flower imports from Colombia have been growing since
1991 under the current trade agreements that give Colom-
bia duty free access to the U.S. market.> The proposed
Colombia FTA would make the current trade preferences

1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007
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domestic flower production and significantly reduced the
number of farms growing flowers for the U.S. market.

Remaining American Flower Farms Wither
Under More Colombian Imports

U.S. flower farms have long been competing against low-
priced flower imports from Colombia, but the proposed
Colombia FTA would worsen the damage for key imported
flowers and threaten growers that shifted away from roses
and carnations. Since Colombia first received trade prefer-
ences in 1991, cut flower imports exploded. Between 1991
and 2007, Colombian total cut flower exports more than
doubled from $203 million to $508 million.” For several
varieties, imports are the majority of flowers sold in retail
outlets and Colombian flowers are the majority of imports.

American flower producers have struggled to compete
against low-priced imports, and the number of large flower
operations has fallen by 58 percent from 932 in 1992 to 388
in 2006.8 Many U.S. flower producers shifted away from
rose, chrysanthemum and carnation production to insulate
themselves from surging cut flower imports over the past
decade.® The number of rose, standard carnation and pom-
pon chrysanthemum growers fell 72 percent from 476 in
1993 to 133 in 2005.1°

Imported roses and carnations have already grown to domi-
nate the U.S. retail flower market, and Colombia is the pri-
mary supplier of imported roses and carnations. Between
1992 and 2006, the share of imported roses grew from 34
percent of the U.S. market to 91 percent of the U.S. market,
and the share of imported carnations rose from 67 to 97
percent." Colombian flowers make up the majority of rose
and carnation imports. Since 2000, Colombian carnations
made up more than 95 percent of imported carnations by

U.S. Fresh Flower Producers by Type

Standard Carnation ®Rose MPompon Chysanthemums

Number of U.S. Flower Farms
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dollar value.”> Colombia’s share of total rose imports grew
by 13 percent over the past decade, from 64 percent in 1998
to 72 percent in 2007.%3

Colombia’s Flower Industry No Bed of Ros-
es for Workers

Although imported flowers are less expensive for American
consumers, they come at a steep price for Colombian work-
ers. Wages are below what is needed to support families,
many workers are exposed to dangerous pesticides, and
workers find it difficult to form independent labor unions.
The majority of Colombia’s flower workers do not earn the
nation’s minimum wage,* but Colombian workers need

to earn more than double the minimum wage to make a
basic basket of household goods affordable.’> Flower work-
ers often work very long hours, especially prior to the U.S.
Valentine’s Day and Mother’s Day holidays. A Colombian
pro-foreign investment group advertised in recent promo-
tional material that “In Colombia, it is possible to work
[employees] two 8-hour daytime shifts with no overtime
surcharge.”®

The majority of Colombian flower workers suffer from
work-related health problems. Field workers have little ac-
cess to protective equipment and clothing necessary in a
pesticide and fungicide intensive environment and workers
in packhouses are vulnerable to repetitive stress injuries
from long hours preparing flowers for export.”” A fifth of
the pesticides used in Colombian flower production are
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known carcinogens and have been banned or restricted in
North America and Europe.*® The Colombian NGO Cactus
reports that immediate exposure to pesticides can result in
nausea, rashes, and impaired vision, and long-term expo-
sure can cause miscarriages, birth defects, and neurological
problems.’ About two-thirds of flower workers are women,
who can be subject to mandatory pregnancy testing or

be required to provide proof of sterilization.?° Colombian
flower workers endure these risks out of fear that they will
be terminated if they complain, according to the U.S. State
Department.*

Violence against labor organizers in Colombia remains
high, despite promises by the Colombian government, and
flower workers have had difficulty forming independent
unions. As of 2008, no independent flower worker unions
existed in Colombia.?? Colombia has the highest level of
violence against labor unions in the world and more than
140 union organizers were killed between 2005 and 2006.%3
Workers in the cut flower industry are strongly discouraged
from forming unions. Suspected labor organizers can be
threatened with termination, having their wages docked, or
be blacklisted at other flower companies.?* Slow recogni-
tion of unions by the government effectively blocked union
representation in the cut flower industry, according to the
U.S. State Department’s Human Rights Report on Colom-
bia.?s In 2004, workers at a major flower exporter, Dole,
won their first independent union drive, but the company,
the Colombian government, and a union cozy with industry
all acted to prevent the new union from successfully ne-
gotiating a contract with Dole.?® By 2008, the Colombian
government had failed to bring the parties to arbitration to
finalize the contract.?”

Import Share of U.S. Cut Flower Market
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Future More Precarious for American Grow-
ers Under Colombian FTA

The Colombian floriculture industry was developed as an
export platform designed to take advantage of Colombia’s
lower labor, land, and environmental costs and was created
by shifting small-scale independent farmland into large
flower farms.?® Foreign investment (including U.S. firms)
in the Colombian flower industry continues to build export
capacity.

U.S. investors have owned one fifth of the Colombian flower
export businesses over the past decade.?® Between 2004
and 2006, U.S. companies plowed more than $500 mil-
lion into Colombia’s flower industry.3° These investments
contributed to the expansion of Colombia’s flower industry.
Between 2003 and 2007, Colombian floriculture acre-

age rose 44 percent from 13,900 acres to 20,000 acres in
2007.3"

These new investments could bring new types of flower im-
ports into the country. American flower growers have been
shifting to flowers that Colombia does not produce in great
volume to stay in business over the past decade. However,
Colombian flower firms are developing new flower variet-
ies for export and adapting new floriculture techniques and
technologies that may increase Colombian flower import
competition. One of Colombia’s largest floral firms is al-
ready testing nearly 100 new flower varieties a year for ex-
port to the United States.32 Other Colombian firms are pur-
chasing foreign flower licenses and technology to develop
new products.33

Permanent access to the U.S. market for Colombian flowers
combined with increased investment in the industry by U.S.
firms would further undermine American flower producers.
Flower growers in California, Florida, Washington, Oregon,
and New Jersey could face increased imports and imports
of additional varieties like orchids and snapdragons that
could threaten producers that had shifted out of roses,
carnations and pompon chrysanthemums. The Colombian
FTA will fail to protect Colombian workers and will destabi-
lize American growers.

What You Can Do:

Tell your member of Congress to vote NO on the
Colombia Free Trade Agreement! To contact them,
call the Congressional switchboard at (202) 224-3121.
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