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North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) negotiators met in Mexico
City recently, hoping to keep alive a deal that has set the terms for trade
between Canada, Mexico and the United States since the mid 1990s.

Opponents of free trade will be praying for failure. For them, NAFTA is not
only the economic enemy of working people, but also damaging to their
health.

An   circulated in October by White House National Trade
Council Director Peter Navarro blamed manufacturing decline — and by
extension NAFTA — for a catalogue of health problems, from rises in
infertility to more early deaths. 

 

Navarro’s broadside follows decades of argument by academics that free
trade damages health by promoting economic   and inequality,
worsening   and even by making   more available.

This is seductive but misguided. In reality, the end of NAFTA and a
reduction in free trade would do real damage to health. 

Most opponents of NAFTA focus on localised negative impacts, but few
look at the bigger picture. Notably, there is
a   and     literature looking at the relationship
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between free trade and health. There is near consensus that fewer trade
barriers means healthier populations.

While all countries become healthier from an increased openness to
trade, most studies �ind the bene�its to be even greater for lower-income
countries.

The picture is the same for speci�ic free trade agreements (FTAs),
including NAFTA. Geneva Network   13 FTAs concluded by the
United States and European Union since 1994. We found that these deals
in fact had positive impacts on health outcomes in partner countries. 

If NAFTA were to unravel, health would be hit in a number of ways.

US seeks lower trade de�cit in NAFTA talks

Economic growth clearly helps health, as it provides greater sums for
individuals and governments to spend on healthcare. Countries with good
health are likely to have a more productive work force and hence grow
faster. 

NAFTA  productivity growth and cheaper consumer prices in
all three countries, with the latter particularly bene�iting low-income
people.

Since the deal was rati�ied in 1994, all three countries have 
 across a basket of measures — life expectancy, likelihood to live to

65, and so on. Mexico’s health has improved rapidly, almost closing the
gap with Canada and the United States.

A NAFTA collapse would mean a loss of around one million low-skilled jobs
in Mexico, 125,000 in Canada and 256,000 in the United States, according
to  , an economic consultancy. Health products such as
generic medicines, medical devices and food would be among many
goods to rise in price. This would all hit health, particularly for the
poorest. 

But the impact of free trade on health goes beyond increased economic
growth. The opening of international borders since the Second World War
has been instrumental in disseminating health-related technologies.

Drugs, vaccines and medical devices are now available in all corners of
the world, often for no more than a few cents — a remarkable
achievement. While trade will obviously continue in the absence of
NAFTA, new barriers could disrupt their �low across North America.

Pre-NAFTA, Mexico   of up to 15 percent on medicines
imported from the United States and Canada. Thanks to NAFTA, these
tariffs were abolished, removing a regressive tax on the sick. A more
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competitive Mexico has allowed its pharmaceutical industry to emerge as
a regional leader, with many Americans depending on its cheap, high-
quality generic medicines. 

With NAFTA gone, Mexico could well reinstate the  , still
applied to medicine imports from outside the bloc, raising the price of
newer medicines imported from the United States. Mexico is grappling
with new health challenges that come with a longer living population,
such as increasing rates of cancer. 

Further health complications would come from   to the medical
device industry. Under NAFTA, the industry has developed an international
supply chain responsible for driving down the price of everything from
pacemakers to knee pins.

President Trump’s promise to impose tariffs on Mexican imports in an
attempt to revive United States manufacturing will achieve little except
making these things more expensive.

Above all, free trade is about the global spread of health-related
technologies, without which we would never have achieved the
remarkable health successes of the last 50 years. Abandoning NAFTA
would be a big step backward. 

Philip Stevens is director of  , a U.K.-based research
organisation focusing on trade, innovation and health policy. 

 is a professor of economics at Bennett University in India. 

TAGS  ECONOMY  INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS  INTERNATIONAL TRADE  
CANADA–UNITED STATES TRADE RELATIONS  NORTH AMERICAN FREE TRADE AGREEMENT  
TRADE BARRIER  ECONOMY OF NORTH AMERICA

  

15-percent tariff

disruption

Geneva Network
Nilanjan

Banik

SHARE TWEET PLUS ONE

Just In...

We need to know how
far Russia’s attack on
American sovereignty
really goes
OPINION — 5M AGO

McCain: Trump doesn’t
have any ‘principles and
beliefs’
SENATE — 9M 40S AGO

 

SHARES SHARE TWEET PLU

http://thehill.com/
http://thehill.com/author/rebecca-savransky
http://thehill.com/social-tags/economy
http://thehill.com/social-tags/international-relations
http://thehill.com/social-tags/international-trade
http://thehill.com/social-tags/canada-united-states-trade-relations
http://thehill.com/social-tags/north-american-free-trade-agreement
http://thehill.com/social-tags/trade-barrier
http://thehill.com/social-tags/economy-north-america
https://geneva-network.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/GN-Tariffs-on-medicines.pdf
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/04/03/health/medical-devices-mexico-partner/index.html
https://geneva-network.com/
http://www.nilanjanbanik.in/
http://thehill.com/opinion/campaign/361899-we-need-to-know-how-far-russias-attack-on-american-sovereignty-really-goes
http://thehill.com/homenews/senate/361923-mccain-trump-doesnt-have-any-principles-and-beliefs


11/27/2017 McCain: Trump doesn’t have any ‘principles and beliefs’

http://thehill.com/opinion/finance/361548-nafta-global-trade-deliver-crucial-health-benefits 4/5

 

Barney Frank: English
should ‘clearly’ lead
consumer bureau
FINANCE — 13M 4S AGO

‘Apocalyptic scenario’
possible on Korean
Peninsula: Russian
diplomat
INTERNATIONAL — 23M 47S AGO

Ivana Trump: Melania
‘went bananas’ over
�irst lady comments
NEWS — 24M 21S AGO

Congress must oppose
intervention in the
energy market
OPINION — 25M 1S AGO

The Polar Vortex of
2014 was bad, Perry’s
resiliency proposal of
2017 is worse
OPINION — 35M AGO

Read CFPB deputy
director’s suit saying
Trump can't �ill
consumer agency post
FINANCE — 42M 5S AGO

VIEW ALL

Related News

 

Rand Paul's wife rips
media coverage after…

Poll: Only 22 percent of
Minnesotans say…

by 

Sen.  (R-Ariz.) ripped President Trump in an interview, saying
he doesn't think the president has "principles and beliefs."

“I don’t agree with the way he’s conducting his presidency, obviously,”
McCain said .

“He’s an individual that unfortunately is not anchored by a set of
principles. I think he’s a person who takes advantage of situations."

McCain said Trump was "successful" as a builder and an entrepreneur.

"But I don’t think he has the fundamental underpinnings of principles and
beliefs,” he said.

He added: “I don’t think there was any doubt about his views toward me.
But I’m a loyal Republican.”

McCain has criticized Trump in the past. Last month, McCain during an
event blasted the "half-baked, spurious nationalism" in the United States.

In response to McCain's comments, Trump warned: "At some point, I �ight
back and it won't be pretty."

McCain , saying: "I've faced far greater challenges than
this."

Trump also attacked the Arizona Republican after 
bill to repeal and replace ObamaCare.

McCain's dramatic vote killed the bill and left ObamaCare the law of the
land.

Trump  and the people of Arizona by
opposing the measure.
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