March 9, 2004
Honorable William Thomas

Chairman, Ways and Means Committee

US House of Representatives

Washington, DC 20515

Dear Chairman Thomas,

The AGOA Civil Society Network  - a nonpartisan collective of civil society groups including NGOs, trade unions and private sector representatives from the US and Africa, would like to extend our full support of the AGOA III bills (S. 1900 and H.R. 3572) currently under review in the House and Senate.  Many amendments in the bill will afford Africa with an opportunity to participate in fruitful trade initiatives with the US and is a healthy counterpart to effectively sustaining human rights initiatives that are guided by the US and other friends of Africa.  

We believe that both versions of the bill under review in Congress include a number of key amendments that are to the benefit of African and US businesses wishing to participate in free and transparent trade.  As we will describe below, there are also a number of amendments that the AGOA Civil Society Network believes should be included in future formulations of the bill.

As the bills currently under review in the House indicate, the extension of third country fabric provisions is crucial to the sustenance of AGOA.  To allow this provision to expire or to leave the decision of whether it will expire or not waning a suspended amount of time is poisonous to the lifeblood of the successful investments that have been made on the ground in Africa.  Many investors are ready to pack up and leave the thousands of Africans that have been able to secure jobs, and an extension is vital to helping them keep those jobs so that African economies are able to compete with other world economies successfully. 

We also believe that mechanisms should be put in place under the bill to ensure market access and competitiveness of AGOA-eligible countries beyond the phasing out of the country quota under the World Trade Organization agreement on textiles and apparel.   The United States, EU and Japan should also collectively eliminate subsidies, quotas and all forms of trade protection, and allow the laws of comparative advantage in a free market system to create a level playing field that can allow for African participation.  

AGOA should also be expanded to encourage African countries to diversify and look beyond petroleum and other goods that dominate AGOA export.  There is a need for expansion particularly in the areas of agriculture, light industry, information technology, tourism, the serve and technology sectors and logistics.  Any expertise and technological skills that might enable AGOA-eligible countries (as well as other African countries with an interest in AGOA) to meet value-added requirements for agricultural products should be provided.

Along with the removal of restrictions on the Overseas Private Invesment Corporation (OPIC) and EXIM Bank on funding textile/apparel and agricultural projects in Africa that is present in both versions of the AGOA bill, the AGOA Civil Society Network believes that SME development should be addressed and encouraged.  AGOA must address the lack of access to credit suffered by supporting institutions that create internationally recognized banking and crediting opportunities to small and medium-sized enterprises in sub-Saharan Africa and the US.  Such a focus would not only encourage business development and capacity building efforts on the ground, but would allow for a greater amount of tangible impact.

Though many of us are not US voters, we would like you to keep us in mind in your formulation of the bill and during the deliberations on AGOA III that take place in Congress at both the committee level and in the House Chambers with your fellow congressmen.  AGOA III’s encouragement of diverse private sector activity on the continent will greatly influence the creation of an environment that is conducive to free, transparent global trade with Africa.  A successful AGOA will not only help to include Africa into the global economy, but will help to increase the standard of living of millions of Africans throughout the continent.

Sincerely,

The AGOA Civil Society Network

