Global Corporatization 

and Free Trade
 Is the WTO Really a 
  Good Idea for WI?
By now most people in the U.S. have heard a lot about 

the supposed virtues of global free trade – cheaper 

goods and services, corporate investors bringing 

democracy to brutal regimes, a rising economic tide 

lifting all boats...but is this too good to be true? Here in 

Wisconsin, we have our own groups like WI Manu-

facturers and Commerce (WMC) arguing that globali-

zation will create fresh business opportunities, offer 

better jobs at  higher wages, and boost incomes with 

expanded exports.

Unfortunately, the larger outlook is not so bright for 

most people in Wisconsin, since the rules imposed by 

global free trade regimes like the World Trade Organi-

zation (WTO) elevate corporate profits above human 

rights, labor standards, social justice, food safety, 

environmental protection, and even democratic gover-

nance itself.  As exWTO director, Renatto Ruggiero, 

boasts - a new global contitution is being written - yet 

citizens are not being allowed at the table to make 

decisions that profoundly affect us all.

Behind this disturbing trend are corporations, chartered 

legal fictions that exist only at the democratic discretion 

of states to conduct business in a lawful harmless manner 

for the common good (Grossman and Adams 1993, 

“Taking Care if Business”).  By the late 1800s, though, 

corporations had grown powerful and defiant of govern-

ments – claiming the same rights as natural human beings 

in 1886 and later their use of money in politics as protected 

free speech in 1976.  Today, of the world’s top 100 econo-

mies over half are corporations, and this immense wealth 

and influence gives them “special rights” within the global 

free trade regime.  In fact, corporations drafted and nego-

tiated most of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade

 (GATT) and its successor, the WTO, for their own benefit, 

leaving citizens and their governments to take it or leave it. 

Free Trade = Free Fall 

for Wisconsin Workers?
Unregulated competition at the global level 

triggers a “race to the bottom” for workers 

worldwide.  While the number of WI jobs in 

manufacturing is up a slight 4% from 1979 

levels, these wages have declined 13% (adjusted 

for inflation) over the same time period. New 

manufacturing jobs also tend to be low wage 

and non-union, with few if any benefits (WI 

State Journal  2/27/2000).   Numerous corpora-

tions that were once proud household names in 

WI -  like A.O. Smith, Briggs & Stratton, CNH 

Global NV, Johnson Controls, Kohler, and  

Square D - have laid off thousands of their WI 

employees and moved south.  Many more have 

resorted to busting unions, downsizing, and 

slashing wages and benefits, ostensibly to 

remain globally competitive.

For instance, Milwaukee-based Master Lock 

recently announced it was dismissing 700 workers 

to move its assembly plant to Nogales, Mexico 

(Milwaukee Journal/Sentinel, 2/4/2000). La Crosse 

Footwear has seen its payroll plummet from 800 

workers in 1993 to under 350 today – many of these 

jobs lost to corporate sweatshops in China (Capital 

Times 2/29/2000).  After the passage of the North 

American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), 

General Motors decided not to expand its Suburban 

plant in WI in order to move to Mexico wherewages 

were just $1.54/hr. compared to $18.96/hr in the U.S.  

Ironically, U.S. consumers also lost with this move, 

since the sticker price of a new Suburban actually 

increased from an average of $21,000-$24,500 in 

1994 to an average of $23,500-$31,000 in 1996 

(Nation, 12/6/1999)

When corporations move to developing countries 

that doesn’t necessarily improve job conditions 

there either.  The United Nations Conference on 

Trade and Development (UNCTAD) reports that 

economic growth has actually slowed in developing 

countries since the WTO was created five years 

ago, and the standard of living continues to decline 

in Asia, Africa, and Latin America  (UNCTAD 1997

 Trade and Development Report).  Under the WTO, 

countries are required to provide a “friendly”

business climate, which means few rules - if any – 

on wage levels, child labor, union rights, safety 

standards, and sweatshop exploitation. (Wallach 1999, 

Whose Trade Organization? p. 130-4).  Over half the 

workers in Africa now earn less than $1.00/day and in 

sweatshops run by the GAP in Madagascar girls earn 

as little as $9.00 for an entire 80 hour work week!

Local Market Instability 

with Greater Income Inequality…

WI’s exports grew from $6.1 billion in 1990 to 

$11.2 billion in 1997, about 8% of the state economy. 

In 1998, though, WI exports fell to $10.7 billion 

because of the Asian financial crisis. The International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) was criticized for worsening the

 situation by forcing Asian countries to adopt

ruthless austerity programs, triggering unemployment 

and human suffering – plus depressed demand for 

imports.  Milwaukee-based Harnischfeger Industries 

had to lay off 3100 workers in 1998 when the bottom 

fell out of the Asian market for paper making equip-

ment (Capital Times 8/28/1998).

Meanwhile, despite all this free trade, the gap between 

rich and poor grows wider in WI and around the world.  

In the last two decades average annual income (adjusted 

for inflation, in 1997 dollars) of the top 20% of house-

holds in WI shot up $31,678 to $136,404, while that of 

the bottom 20% fell by $439 to $16,690.  For the entire 

U.S. in 1995, just 1% of households owned 39% of all 

wealth  - the worst state of inequality in the U.S. since the 

1930s (1/18/2000 WI Budget Project www.wccf.org).  

The wealthiest 200 people in the world now enjoy more 

than the poorest 40% of  humanity (Nation, 12/6/1999). 

Free Trade as an Excuse 

for Privatizing Education?
Under the General Agreement on Trade in Services 

(GATS) now being negotiated within WTO, public 

provision of  vital social services is being attacked as 

yet another “non-tariff trade barrier.” This privatization 

trend is very pronounced in education as witnessed by 

the push for school vouchers and tuition tax credits (like 

Milwaukee’s ten year old program), distance learning 

and media access (Channel One), exclusive marketing 

(like Coca Cola’s proposed contract with the Madison 

Metropolitan School District or UW-Madison’s former

Reebok deal), and for-profit quasi-private facilities 

(like UW’s Fluno Center for Corporate Executive

Training). Tuition hikes and education privatization have 

already been imposed by the WTO’s sister entities, 

the World Bank and IMF as cost recovery schemes under

structural adjustment programs (SAPs) around the world, 

leading to student strikes and violent crackdowns

from Mexico and Nicaragua to Burkina Faso and 

Zimbabwe. Public healthcare is also now a global free 

trade target.

Economic Growth Through – 

Incarceration and Militarization?

One of the lesser known loopholes within the WTO’s 

global free trade regime is found in Article XXI, 

which allows states to do whatever they deem fit to 

meet “essential security interests.”(www.peacewire.org)  

The upshot has been a scramble worldwide to pour 

taxpayer money into sectors that are “WTO-proof” – 

with the prison industry, defense contractors, and 

other private “law-and-order” providers being eager 

to pocket these subsidies.  Because of its small military-

industrial complex, WI pays out more in taxes than it 

gets back in funds from the federal government (WI 

State Journal 3/6/2000), but this could change under 

WTO pressure.  

Back in 1996 Gov. Thompson was “proud” to give 

$1.25 million in taxpayer support to Janesville-based 

landmine maker, Accudyne (Governor’s Press Release, 

11/1/1996), though many wonder if it is really in the 

public’s interest to encourage such a deadly export 

industry.  Quasi-private prison sweatshops – already 

widespread in countries like China – are also exempt.

Since 1996 WI taxpayers have spent $1+ million/year 

subsidizing inmate laborers at  a subminimum wage 

rates to Greenbay-based Fabry Glove & Mitten Co. 

(WI State Journal, 3/18/99).  Across the U.S. 80,000+ 

inmates now work in for as little as 25 cents/hour 

(WI State Journal 3/19/2000) Plans are now afoot to 

build a second 1200-bed private prison near Superior 

for lease to the state (WI State Journal, 3/13/00) and 

with WI’s  Department of Corrections (DOC) budget 

approaching $1 billion/yr. that’s a lot of  “WTO-proof” 

public money for corporations to chase after.    

Free Trade Runs Rough Shod 

Over WI Family Farmers…

In the last decade alone WI – the “Dairy State” – lost 

37% of its dairy farmers, largely due to unfair federal 

farm policies and blatant price-fixing by agribusiness 

giants like Kraft Foods (a Philip-Morris subsidiary).  

Today WI dairy farmers are still receiving the same 

price (not adjusted for inflation) that they received back 

in 1978, and U.S. farmers have seen their share of the 

consumer food dollar decline from 25 cents to a mere 

20 cents in the last decade.  Lower prices for family 

farmers does not mean cheaper food in the grocery 

store either – soybean prices declined 23% and corn 

prices dropped 15% in 1999, yet grain-based food 

items increased in price by 4.6% (WI State Journal, 

1/7/2000)  That’s because the US Department of 

Agriculture’s (USDA) failure to enforce anti-trust 

legislation has led to vertical integration, corporate 

consolidation, and market oligopoly across most 

food sectors.  For instance, just a handful of firms

now control most of the world’s food commodities

(www.nfu.org).  

Around the world, smallscale sustainable agriculture 

is now threatened by global free trade rules in a 

variety of ways.  Mandated “harmonization” with 

food safety rules of the Rome-based Codex Aliment-

arius, as well as the WTOs’ own Sanitary and Phyto-

sanitary (SPS) agreement, render many food safety 

rules “illegal”  - such as federal EPA standards on 

pesticide residues and WI state laws on heavy metal 

levels.  Certifying and labelling foods as organic, 

rBGH-free, hormone/antibiotic-free, non-GMO, etc.

 is also “forbidden” by free trade because it enables 

consumer choice among items based upon Production 

and Processing Methods (PPMs).  Ironically enough, 

the WTO’s own Trade Related Intellectual Property 

Rights (TRIPs) violate free trade by giving corpora-

tions monopoly patents over seeds and other geneti-

cally-modified organisms (GMOs).  Once a common 

heritage like germplasm is privatized, family farmers 

who save their own seeds become “criminals” and 

global food security is placed at the mercy of agri-

business corporations.

Sacrificing the Environment 

for the Bottomline?

Recent proposals by Perrier – a subsidiary of the 

Swiss-based food giant Nestle – to exploit WI’s 

water has prompted grassroots protest statewide.  

Yet, if the WI Department of Natural Resources 

(DNR) or a local township were to somehow limit 

Perrier’s ability to pump on private land that 

would also be WTO “illegal.”  Under the Trade-

Related Investment Measures (TRIMs) - GATT 

Article XI - such rules would constitute a “quanti-

tative export restriction on products by foreign 

investors.”  The same free trade hurdle is now 

faced by the International Joint Commission (IJC) 

as it urges governments to safeguard the Great 

Lakes watershed following a Canadian firm’s plan 

to sell 150 million gallons/year of Lake Superior 

water (Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, 3/16/2000).  

Any restrictions and/or moratoriums on toxic 

dumping, sulfide mining, factory farming, etc. 

could also be easily challenged under the WTO, 

especially if these are based upon the “precaution-

ary principle.”  Under free trade, all substances 

and/or activities are considered “safe” unless 

scientifically proven otherwise- in other words, 

uncertainty about potential health or environmental 

effects is not enough to justify public regulation.  

Community-right-to-know legislation, like the WI 

Dept. of Agriculture and Consumer Protection’s 

(DATCP) pesticide application advance notice 

registry and the WI DNR’s toxic release inventory 

(TRI), could also violate WTO free trade rules on 

“proprietary information.”  

Global Free Trade – 

or Global Freedom Threat?

Despite the common claim that free trade fosters 

democratic government, a 1999 study by the New 

Economy Information Service (www.newecon.org) 

proves the exact opposite effect.  Since the end of 

the Cold War, democracies in developing countries 

saw their share of U.S. trade decline from 53% to 

35%, while that of dictatorships rose.  Closer to 

home, conservative organizations like the Western 

Governors’ Association, have long been opposed 

to global free trade regimes like the WTO because 

of the threat they pose to states’ rights and local 

control.  Even Adam Smith, author of the Wealth 

of Nations , would have opposed such a corporate 

trump over democratic rule.  Unelected technocrats 

now preside over secretive WTO tribunals where 

only national governments have standing, judge 

whether laws and/or policies are “illegal” and can 

then levy economic sanctions if these barriers are 

not swiftly removed.  Massachusetts is now before 

the U.S. Supreme Court, charged with violating 

free trade rules for refusing to do business with 

corporations that support the Burmese dictatorship 

(the City of Madison has a similar “Free Burma” 

ordinance in effect).  If the WTO had existed in 

1990, Wisconsin would also have been found 

“guilty” for its decision to divest from apartheid 

South Africa!  

As early as 1992, GATT revealed its power to 

overturn local and state laws when Canada success-

fully challenged the use of preferential excise 

taxation to support small-sized breweries in the 

U.S. (Wallach 1999, Whose Trade Organization?, 

p. 208-9).  Other  state laws and local policies not 

already mentioned, yet vulnerable to WTO challenge, 

include community reinvestment acts, subsidized 

brownfield remediation, waste reduction and recycling 

incentives, preferential procurement practices, tax 

increment financing, affirmative action for small and/

or minority owned business, as well as agricultural 

and tourism promotion.  Long lists of U.S. state and 

local laws for future challenge under the WTO are 

now being circulated in Japan, Europe, and Canada 

(Nation, 12/6/1999)

Democratic Fair Trade – 

A Better Option for WI!

Fortunately, there are alternatives to this sorry scenario 

where corporations come to rule the world – to borrow 

from the title of David Korten’s excellent critique of free 

trade run amok. Far from being xenophobic nationalists, 

thousands of concerned citizens from all over the globe 

joined together in Seattle in 1999 to challenge the legiti-

macy of the WTO, and similar popular resistance has

grown at other protests in Washington DC, Prague, 

Quebec City, and Quito – to name but a few.  Over a 

dozen state attorney generals (WI sadly not among 

them) signed an amicus brief supporting MA and its 

“Free Burma” law in a recent Supreme Court challenge, 

and many municipalities have passed their own resolutions, 

reaffirming their democratic sovereignty and refusing to 

support future WTO rulings that override their local laws.  

Contrary to pervasive assumption, corporations are not 

the only way to produce and exchange goods and services.  

In fact, in many countries the bulk of economic activity 

occurs outside formal markets and is not even captured 

by indicators like Gross National Product (GNP).  Most 

people in the world are not corporate shareholders, 

executives or even direct employees.  More democratic 

alternative fair trade institutions – like cooperatives, local 

currency systems, collectives, land trusts, barter/exchange 

networks, etc. – have existed to satisfy socioeconomic 

needs for much longer than corporations. It’s estimated 

$400+ million worth of fair trade goods change hands 

worldwide each year (www.fairtradefederation.com) 

Community supported agriculture (CSAs), which links 

urban consumers with rural producers, is another recent 

example enjoying much success in WI.    

In 1873 WI Supreme Court Justice Ryan gave a stirring 

address to the new graduates of the UW-Madison Law 

School – “There is looming up a new and dark power…

the enterprises of the country are aggregating vast 

corporate combinations of unexampled capital, boldly 

marching, not for economic conquests only, but for 

political power…For the first time really in our politics, 

money is taking the field as an organized power.  It is 

unscrupulous, arrogant, and overbearing…The question 

will arise and arise in your day…which shall rule – 

wealth or (people); which shall lead – money or intellect; 

who shall fill public stations – educated and patriotic free 

(people), or the feudal serfs of corporate capital.”  His 

warning rings even louder and truer today, and it will 

take the joint efforts of concerned citizens if WI is to 

preserve its democratic tradition, natural heritage, and 

economic prosperity from the threat now posed by 

global corporatization.

For more information on global corporatization and 

democratic fair trade alternatives contact:

50 Years is Enough Network #202-463-2265 www.50years.org
AFL-CIO  #202-637-5000   www.aflcio/globaleconomy/index.htm
Friends of the Earth   #202-783-7400    www.foe.org
Global Exchange  #415-255-7296   www.globalexchange.org
Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy  #612-870-3405   

www.iatp.org
Jubilee 2000 Campaign   #202-783-3566   www.j2000usa.org
Public Citizen’s Global Trade Watch  #202-546-4996   

www.tradewatch.org
Program on Corporations, Law and Democracy  

#508-398-1145   www.poclad.org
