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AGRICULTURAL SECTOR, THE GREAT NAFTA LOSER: YESAKI 

The Mexican agricultural sector has been one of the big losers in the trade opening with United States, specifically the grains and meat sectors, stated Jaime Yesaki-Cavazos, president of the Agricultural National Council. He went on to point out that the North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) has shown the Mexican countryside’s limitations, largely due to poorly conceived and implemented policies applied to the sector.  Even so, Yesaki-Cavazos outlined that instead of renegotiating NAFTA the U.S. and Mexico should undertake actions to strengthen commercial linkage within North America. (Source: El Financiero; 03/08/2007) 

PRODUCERS AND LEGISLATORS DEMAND TO LABEL TRANSGENICS 

Producers and legislators demanded that manufacturing companies that produce food products with transgenics notify as such on their labels, as is specified under the Bio-safety law.  Antonio Mejia, secretary of the Rural Development Committee at the Senate, stated that the even though it has not been enforced to date, the Mexican Biosafety law mandates that foods that contain transgenic products be labeled. (Source: Reforma; 03/08/2007)
CALDERON AND BUSH WILL APPROACH THE TOPIC OF AGRICULTURAL SUBSIDIES 

The Secretary of the Economy announced that presidents Felipe Calderon Hinojosa and George W. Bush will discuss the impact of U.S. agricultural subsides on global commodity markets when they meet in Merida, Yucatan, next week.  In an interview given after inaugurating the 16th Annual International Textile Exhibition (Exintex) in Puebla, Sojo affirmed that they will discuss "the countryside and the commercial opening of the North American market." Sojo also reiterated that Mexico will join Canada as a third party in their request for consultations over U.S. corn subsidies in the World Trade Organization (OMC). (Source: El Financiero; 03/08/2007)

UNFAIR, NAFTA TREATMENT TO THE COUNTRYSIDE: CARDENAS- JIMENEZ 

Agriculture Secretary, Alberto Cardenas-Jimenez, stated that 13 years after being initiated, the North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), ''…has not evenly distributed wealth, has not given agricultural products fair treatment, and it has not brought fairness or development to Mexico’s rural communities.”  On the other hand, Cardenas-Jimenez highlighted since NAFTA the number of exporters has increased from 10,000 to 40,000, and trade revenues have risen from U.S. $3 billion to U.S. $14 billion. (Source: La Jornada; 03/08/2007)
AG OFFICIALS SIGN DEAL FOR ‘SOFT LANDING’ 

Top agriculture and economy officials called for the United States to achieve a "soft landing" next year when tariffs on corn and beans are phased out, leaving Mexican farmers in head-to-head competition with highly efficient U.S. producers.  To work towards this goal, visiting U.S. Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns, his Mexican counterpart Alberto Cardenas, and Economy Secretary Eduardo Sojo signed a "Memorandum of Understanding" during a news conference on Tuesday.  They said the document cemented the nations´ commitment to efficiently resolve ongoing agricultural trade problems.  "Sometimes I know we become frustrated with some of the issues that arise, but billions of dollars are traded between our countries on an annual basis and millions on a daily basis," Johanns said.  "We have a very mature trading relationship and there are going to be issues from time to time."  These issues include long-delayed access to the United States for Mexican trucks and the elimination of tariffs, which Mexican activists and farmers say are devastating the countryside.  Farm advocacy groups say U.S. subsidies give its producers an unfair competitive advantage, and claim past tariff reductions have forced millions of Mexicans to migrate to the United States illegally.  As stipulated by NAFTA, which went into effect in 1994, tariffs on sensitive products have been progressively phased out to give the United States, Canada and Mexico time to prepare for tariff-free competition.  The last round of cuts includes staples such as corn, beans, sugar, and powdered milk, and will go into effect in 2008.  To help Mexico weather the pending storm, the U.S. Agriculture Department says it is carrying out programs to help Mexican producers improve productivity, quality and logistics.  And in contrast to grassroots skepticism in Mexico, Johanns voiced an optimistic view of the trade agreement, saying it had provided, "…unparalleled growth and prosperity for the three signing partners.  Our goal on this trip is to reinforce our commitment to the free trade provisions exemplified by the North American Free Trade Agreement," he told reporters.  Sojo and Cardenas also expressed support for the trade deal, citing rapid growth in cross-border trade and investment since it went into effect.  Exports in agricultural goods between the United States and Mexico have jumped from less than U.S. $10 billion in 1994 to more than U.S. $20 billion in 2006.  Sojo and Cardenas added that imperfections remain - such as U.S. farm subsidies.  "The subsidies and aid given out in the United States have hurt us," Cardenas said. "We are still not on a level playing field."  He praised a U.S. government proposal that would reduce aid to farmers and Johanns predicted fewer subsidies for U.S. farmers in the next five years.   Meanwhile, Sojo mentioned the possibility of Mexico backing a Canadian complaint before the World Trade Organization that the U.S. subsidies for corn producers are excessive and illegal.  If the issue is not resolved soon, Canada can ask the WTO to set up a dispute settlement panel.  If such a panel is established, Sojo said Mexico would back Canada’s complaint.   (Source: El Universal; 03/07/2007)

MEXICO AND UNITED STATES AGREE TO CREATE AN AGRICULTURE COMMITTEE  
The Secretaries of Agriculture of Mexico and United States, created a consultative committee to solve sensitive issues in Mexico’s agriculture sector, and to resolve the differences that exist, stated the U.S. Secretary, Mike Johanns, and Mexico’s Agriculture Secretary, Alberto Cardenas-Jimenez.  In a press conference, Cardenas stated that the Mexican Government gave the United States six agricultural projects of concern to Mexico.  Among them, there are five on corn, and one on beans, that could be implemented before the trade opening that goes into effect in 2008 (Source: Reforma; 03/07/2007)

SOFT LANDING FOR THE AGRICULTURE OPENING 
The governments of Mexico and the United States will look for a “soft landing” before the total opening of the North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) agricultural chapter, starting on January 1, 2008.  The Secretary of the Economy, Eduardo Sojo, affirmed that the Mexican government will carefully approach pending NAFTA issues, particularly related to corn, beans, sugar cane and powdered milk, products that have had the longest protection in the agricultural chapter.  Alberto Cardenas-Jimenez, Agriculture Secretary, announced that with the Consultative Committee on Agriculture, that was reactivated yesterday, Mexico and United States would settle differences that they have in this area. (Source: El Financiero; 03/07/2007)

U.S. ANNOUNCES THAT IT WILL REDUCE SUPPORT TO CORN GROWERS 
The U.S. Government will reduce corn subsidies and is very interested in immigration reform to have a "safe border", said the U.S. Agriculture Secretary, Mike Johanns during the signing of the Memorandum of Understanding to re-establish the U.S.–Mexico Consultative Committee on Agriculture.  Johanns explained that because of high corn prices, which he anticipated would continue during the upcoming few months, the U.S. government will stop granting marketing loan subsidies and the counter-cyclical program.  Moreover, since last January, President George W. Bush, announced a proposal to reduce trade distortions.  "I guarantee that the U.S. government will give less money on corn supports", he added. (Source: La Jornada; 03/07/2007)

MEXICO WILL JOIN CANADA'S COMPLAINT AGAINST U.S. CORN SUBSIDIES IF WTO INVESTIGATES

Mexican officials told U.S. Agriculture Secretary Mike Johanns on Tuesday that their country will join Canada's trade complaint against U.S. corn subsidies if the World Trade Organization orders a formal investigation on the issue.  An investigation could happen if the dispute isn't resolved during a consultation period.  “If a panel is set up as a result of Canada's initiative, Mexico would join as an affected third party,” Sojo said at a ceremony in which officials signed a consultative agreement to resolve agriculture-related trade issues more quickly.  The debate over U.S. subsidies – which many nations say represent unfair competition for their own farmers – comes as global free-trade talks remain stalled over the topic, and Mexico braces for the lifting of its last protective tariffs on imported corn in 2008 under the North American Free Trade Agreement.  Johanns was quick to assure his Mexican counterpart, Alberto Cardenas, that U.S. subsidies will decline, because of both high U.S. corn prices – which don't qualify for subsidy payments – and potential changes in payment structures in the 2007 U.S. farm bill.  The administration of U.S. President George W. Bush has proposed reducing agriculture spending by U.S. $18 billion over the next five years.  “I can definitely assure you that less money will be paid out in subsidies for corn than what has historically been made,” Johanns said, adding he hopes the United States will approve a broader guest-worker program for Mexican migrants, an issue dear to Mexico, in the near future.  Speaking of talks with Johanns, Sojo said, “…we talked about the importance of moving forward and successfully concluding the Doha round,” of WTO free trade talks.  But while Mexico has embraced free trade, they also said they wanted U.S. help to achieve a “soft landing” when Mexico opens its corn market.  The two countries' agricultural trade now tops U.S. $20 billion per year, with Mexico now a major supplier of fruits and vegetables to the United States, and also a large market for U.S. grain and meat.  But Cardenas also said Mexico wanted more direct access to U.S. agricultural markets, saying middlemen were taking the bulk of the profits.  “Of the $12 billion in agricultural goods we export to the United States, up there it becomes 24 or 30 or $35 billion,” Cardenas said. “That (profit) margin is reaching neither the consumers nor our farmers; it is being eaten up by imperfect market (mechanisms).” (Source: ASSOCIATED PRESS; 03/07/2007) 

U.S. AND MEXICAN SECRETARIES OF AGRICULTURE MEET

The Secretary of Agriculture, Alberto Cardenas, expressed during the visit of his counterpart the Secretary of Agriculture from the U.S., Mike Johanns, the concern that (Mexican) farmers face unequal competition with their counterparts in the U.S.  Cardenas also stated that Mexican producers are not alone and that the government of Felipe Calderon will do all that is necessary to attain the total opening of NAFTA with improved conditions.  He added that the federal government will take all actions so the tariff reductions on corn, beans, milk and sugarcane, in 2008, do not constitute a threat, but rather a great opportunity to generate more wealth and better conditions for farmer’s families.  In a private meeting, both secretaries agreed that cooperation should be encouraged to overcome the existing asymmetries and smooth the way for an orderly transition.  To start this process, Alberto Cardenas delivered five pilot projects for technical cooperation in corn to Mike Johanns, all of which could improve production of those farmers that have not benefited from NAFTA.  Both officials also signed a Memorandum of Understanding reestablishing the U.S.-Mexico consultative Committee on Agriculture. This committee has proved to be an important instrument to resolve problems between both nations.  (Source: SAGARPA Bulletin No. 046/07 of March 6, 2007)   
Mexican Congress wants U.S. agricultural subsidies eliminated

Members of all political parties represented in the Mexican Congress requested Mexican President Felipe Calderon to address the trade distortion created by U.S. agricultural subsidies during his upcoming meeting with President Bush next week.  Congress members affirmed that Mexican growers cannot face global competition because of the large subsidies applied in developed countries.  They also requested the GOM to join Canada and other countries on the corn subsidies inquiry promoted within the WTO.  Rep. Horacio Duarte claims that Mexico is spending U.S. $25 billion in corn imports, a number that, according to him, will increase once NAFTA’s agricultural chapter is fully implemented in 2008. (EL SOL DE MEXICO, MAR. 03)

Mexico to complain within the WTO against “illegal” U.S. subsidies FOR rice PRODUCTION

The GOM is considering a formal complaint within the WTO against alleged illegal subsidies applied to U.S. rice exports.  According to Beatriz Leycegui, Under-secretary for Trade Negotiations, the Secretary of Economy (SE) is analyzing the request made by the National Rice Growers Federation.  She commented that a case like this might take two months to be prepared and presented.  This will be the second effort in four years by Mexican rice growers to try to prove that trade distortions are generated by the subsidies applied in the United States.  On a related topic, the GOM confirmed that Mexico would support Canada in its controversy against U.S. corn subsidies, but only if the WTO panel is formed, a position 10 other countries are supporting.  (DIARIOMONITOR, MAR. 07)

Commercial fast lane a failure: Transport companies

Three years after its implementation, the Free and Secure Trade (FAST) lane in Bridge Three at the Laredo point-of-entry, has not proven to be a time-savings option.  The inefficiencies of this lane are rooted in the fact that only the toll booths have been set up, and trucks still must share the booth’s access with traditional lanes that remain heavily congested.  It takes up to six hours for trucks to reach the entrance to the actual FAST lane, which is only 150 meters (164 yards) long.  Transportation companies on the Mexican side have already requested that the government of Tamaulipas construct a five-kilometer (3.12 miles) lane that is separated from the others, such as the Secure Electronic Network for Travelers Rapid Inspection (SENTRI) lanes used in non-commercial border crossings.  An average of 500-600 FAST-certified trucks cross daily. (EL NORTE, MAR. 07)

Ministry of Health on alert for QUALITY OF imported food 

In order to prevent the entrance of unsafe, or health-threatening products after NAFTA’s full implementation in 2008, the Mexican Ministry of Health (SSA) will be on alert and will review with the Ministry of Agriculture (SAGARPA), the responsibilities and duties of each agency regarding imports.  Juan Garcia, Federal Commissioner for Protection against Sanitary Risks, reported that last year SSA issued more than 35,000 sanitary clearances, required by import permit process.  Commissioner Garcia explained that the products requiring those clearances were not only food products, but also medical devices, health products and medicines. (EL SOL DE MEXICO, MAR. 08)
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Welcome to Hot Bites from Mexico, a weekly review of issues of interest to the U.S. agricultural community.  The topics covered in this report reflect developments in Mexico that have been garnered during travel around the country, reported in the media, or offered by host country officials and agricultural analysts.  Readers should understand that press articles are included in this report to provide insights into the Mexican "mood" facing U.S. agricultural exporters.  Significant issues will be expanded upon in subsequent reports from this office. 





DISCLAIMER: Any press summary contained herein does NOT reflect USDA’s, the U.S. Embassy’s, or any other U.S. Government agency’s point of view or official policy.
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