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Shame or Dignity: Bill C-23 - Open letter
 
Dear Mr. Ignatieff and the Liberal Party,
I am shocked and dismayed to hear that Michael Ignatieff and your Liberal Party have pledged to support the Harper Conservatives in pushing through parliament Bill C-23, implementing legislation for the Canada-Colombia Free Trade Agreement (CCFTA), in spite of widespread popular opposition to the deal in both countries. 
In a public response to critics, Mr. Ignatieff claims that "respect for human rights has improved under President Uribe" and that "engaging Colombia through free trade will give Canada more leverage to influence the Colombian Government in the area of human rights". 
This position is neither based in fact nor in line with any serious observer of the situation in Colombia . Having studied the FTA with Colombia, Canada's own parliamentary committee recommended that the deal not proceed in its current form, a recommendation supported by your party at that time because of the Conservative Party's outright disregard for the work of the committee. Why the change of heart? 
I urge you to reconsider this position and act now to stop the ratification of Bill C-23 because: 
         Contrary to Liberal Party statements on the subject, respected human rights organizations continue to denounce the daily horrors in Colombia . Mr. Ignatieff, by supporting the ratification of this agreement, you are willfully ignoring Colombia 's reality. Colombia 's President Alvaro Uribe continues to accuse human rights defenders as supporters of terrorists. Internationally respected observers such as Human Rights Watch, contrary to Liberal Party claims, have frequently condemned the human rights situation in Colombia and even warned against free trade agreements with the government. The Colombian army has been involved in uncountable atrocities, murdering thousands of civilians and displacing millions. Even members of President Uribe's close inner circle have colluded with paramilitary death squads, a scandal known in Colombia as 'parapolitica'.
         Countries aware of these facts are revoking their support of the Colombian regime. Recently, the UK has ended military aid to Colombia because of the systematic crimes committed against the Colombian people.  This comes as the horrors of 'false positives' has come to international attention, a practice of the Colombian army involving the dressing up of thousands of murdered civilians as guerrillas in the government's rush to show 'results' in the country's conflict. Is the 'bodycount mentality' of the Colombian army something Canadians would support?
         The Harper government is leading the rush to defend Uribe's horrific regime. This flies in the face of Canada 's international reputation. But it is even more puzzling why the leader of the official opposition is also offering the regime unconditional support in spite of having been made aware of the facts through countless rallies (in Montreal, Vancouver, and Ottawa), petitions, letters and phone calls involving thousands of individuals, civil society groups and labour and human rights organizations from Canada, Colombia and around the world. This CCFTA represents a serious contradiction in Canada 's stance on the world stage: while the Chinese and Burmese regimes are condemned, the Colombian regime is given a political blessing? This obviously makes no sense to Canadians.
         There are no precedents for Canadian investment improving human rights in Colombia . In fact, increased corporate access to Colombia's resources have resulted in the increased financing of actors in the conflict, massive displacement and disarray for the poor in many cases; a recent study by a well-respected Colombian organization shows that forced displacement has increased by 24.47% in 2008. That's 412,553 people displaced in one year! Their land is then made available to foreign investors. This is not a road to economic prosperity. The CCFTA is poised to expand this kind of economic havoc.
There is a sense that Canadians will soon be asked to choose who will represent them in government. Thousands of Canadians have expressed their opposition to this agreement. I encourage you to show Canadians how the Liberal Party might represent a real alternative to the Harper Conservatives by standing up for human rights in Colombia and the interests of average Canadians and opposing this deal pushed by a few corporations and an illegitimate government that systematically murders its own people. 
Canada's complicity in atrocities in Colombia can and must be stopped. The Liberal Party's stance on the CCFTA is "for the record," and how history will judge Mr. Uribe will be the same as how it will judge those who stand by him. 
I hope you keep this in mind as you debate Bill C-23 this Monday.
Thank you,
 
