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Introduction

Greenpeace welcomes this opportunity to make comments to the Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade References Committee on the possible free trade agreement between Australia and the United States.  

We have not made any specific comments on the Committee’s terms of reference in relation to the General Agreement on Trade and Services (GATS) at this time, however, have included as a annex to our submission, an assessment of WTO Doha Ministerial Declaration 9November (2001). 

With regrads to the Proposed Free Trade Agreement, we would like to address two particular concerns. The first is that in focusing on delivering trade outcomes, the Australian government must not lose sight of other legitimate policy objectives such as environmental sustainability and social justice outcomes.  The second specifically relates to concerns about the importation of genetically engineered foods into Australia from the US.

Striking A Balance

The advancement of trade is not an end in itself. A national and corporate focus solely on economic growth as a measure of development makes as much sense as measuring a body's pulse, and ignoring other, life-threatening, indicators. Policies that fail to recognize that ecosystems have a finite capacity with regard to the impact of resources consumed and waste generated, risk leading us toward irreversible environmental damage and possible ecological disaster. 

Trade negotiations must include other policy objectives such as achieving environmental sustainability, social justice outcomes, and poverty alleviation. Trade must be assessed in terms of its impact on communities and on public policy.

Subsidies

The tendency of governments to give with one hand and take away with the other, through the use of subsidies, is a striking example of failure to achieve coherent and consistent policies in favour of sustainable development. Notable are the destructive subsidies in the areas of agriculture, forestry and fisheries, and, particularly pertinent in Australia, the energy sector. In 1996, a report for the federal environment department
 estimated that subsidies to energy production, chemicals and forestry, amounted to at least $8 billion, equal to 6 percent of total government revenue. Collectively, these amount to about 3.5 percent of GDP. Environmentally damaging subsidies should be removed, as they are undermining environmental goals and creating market distortions.

If the US and Australia do negotiate a free trade agreement, one of the outcomes should be an agreement to cut subsidies in the sectors identified above. 

“Lowest Common Denominator”

Rather than aspiring to a “lowest common denominator outcome” during trade negotiations, Australia should be aiming to raise environmental decision making standards, and ensure that current standards and agreements are not watered down to accommodate other countries wishes, or to meet lower standards that other parties may have. 

The Precautionary Principle

The precautionary principle, which has been adopted in most regional forums and many global environment agreements, frames the obligation that even when there is a lack of scientific evidence, countries may take preventative measures to protect the environment before damage starts to occur. WTO rules, as currently interpreted, threaten to interfere with the application of the precautionary principle. 

Greenpeace recommends the full incorporation of the precautionary principle into trade negotiations, as a scientifically rigorous approach, consistent with the principles recognized in the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development and other international instruments and declarations.

Australia should take the opportunity to assert the precautionary approach as fundamental basis for trade policy during discussions with the United States.

Labelling of Genetically Engineered Foods 

In outlining the benefits of a US-Australian Free Trade Agreement in his letter to the US Congress, US Trade Representative, Robert Zoellick, highlighted the necessity for the United States to “facilitate the export of US Food and agriculture products to the Australian market” as part of a successful conclusion to the negotiations.  Mr Zoellick clearly identified that as part of achieving this goal, the US will require Australian labelling standards for genetically engineered (GE) food to be lowered. 

It is an important requirement that consumers know what they are eating. Given the wide range of health, environmental and ethical concerns surrounding GE food, Australians have the right to know if food they are eating has been genetically engineered. Not only is GE labelling an important consumer right, it is also important from a public health perspective.

Technical Barrier to Trade

The requirement for labelling of genetically engineered food products in Australia is not a technical barrier to trade. Rather it fulfils a legitimate objective in protecting human health and safety, and as such is a justifiable TBT measure under the WTO/TBT Agreement. Australian labelling requirements for products from the United States are no less favourable than those accorded to national products or products from other countries.

Labelling of genetically enginnered food products is justifiable as the method of production of genetically engineered food, that is using genetically engineered organisms, is fundamentally different to the production of non-GE food products, and could well result in altered  product performance. Long term scientific information about the health impacts of genetically engineered foods is limited, and therefore product information for GE food should be available in the form of labelling.

While immediate food safety concerns may be addressed by the limited safety testing that is done, there is little information about the long term and cumulative health impacts of GE foods. For example, there is no long-term testing or testing for chronic effects of toxicity or nutritional changes. Because of this, the French food safety authority, AFSSA, recently concluded that current safety testing is not sufficient to ensure the safety of GE foods.
 Their report also stated that it was important to research into the possible gradual development of allergic reactions through prolonged exposure to GE foods. This echoes a scientist’s comments in the scientific journal, Nature, about the long-term effects of GE food that: “Under current monitoring conditions, any unanticipated health impact of such foods would need to be a ‘monumental disaster’ to be detectable”.
 For this reason, the use of substantial equivalence as a criterion in GE food safety testing has been severely criticised by such respected institutions as The Royal Society of London
 and the Royal Society of Canada
.

The Public Health Association of Australia (PHA) has raised significant concerns with the experimental studies completed on GE foods, including a lack of feeding trials on some products and little peer review of the scientific literature on testing.  The PHA is calling for independent and long term testing of food products of the calibre required by the pharmaceutical industry prior to the release of new medicines
, something which currently does not occur, despite logic indicating that food products are more widely ingested by broad sections of the community. 

Concern has also been raised about the adequacy of safety testing for GE food in the United States. In a recently released report 
, the Centre for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI) stated that the US Food and Drug Agency was ill-equipped to assure the safety of future foods that will be engineered in increasingly complex ways. The report affirms the Public Health Association’s concern about the quality of the testing completed by biotech companies. Specifically, concerns have been raised about technical shortcomings in the data provided and inadequate methodology to test for allergens. Given that scientific research on the safety of GE foods for Australia is primarily conducted by US companies, there are valuable lessons to be learnt for food safety assessment in Australia. 

Traceability 

In the face of such a degree of scientific uncertainty about the long term and cumulative impacts of GE foods, Australian governments, in protecting the public health needs of the Australian people, must actually improve GE labelling requirements – not weaken them. It is a public health imperative that labelling systems are in place, so that GE food products can be fully traced and recalled should problems occur.

The European Union (EU) Agriculture Council reached a landmark agreement on the 28 November 2002, which will allow the creation of the strictest labelling regime in the world. It will allow the EU to implement a thorough traceability system, in order to track food ingredients consisting of, containing, or produced from GE, through all stages of the food processing chain. GE animal feed, and highly processed GE derived ingredients will also be labelled under the scheme.

Greenpeace has urged the Australian Government to follow the EU model and adopt a full traceability system for GE food and to implement new regulations to label products from animals fed GE feed and highly processed GE ingredients. 

Lowering of labelling standards will place Australians at risk of potential health problems associated with GE food, and there will be little recourse to action for consumers and health authorities should a health and safety issue arise from a GE product on the supermarket shelf. 

Consumer Choice

Consumers have a right to receive information and make decisions about purchasing food that is sourced from genetically engineered produce. It is clearly not in the interest of the Australian public for labelling standards for GE produce to be lowered.

Ninety-two percent of Australians want “comprehensive” labelling of GE foods
.  Public debate around the time of the labelling negotiations in Australia also showed strong support for labelling of GE foods by consumer groups such as the Australian Consumer Association. There was strong support from the State governments for comprehensive labelling of food containing GE derived products, and the Commonwealth Government acknowledged that “consumers wanted more information about genetically modified foods”.
   

Already Australian labelling requirements as they currently stand leave consumers uninformed about whether GE produce has been used in the development of their food products. A watering down of the standards will make it impossible for Australian consumers to make informed decisions about what they are eating. It is also likely to result in a strong public backlash. 

Recommendations

Greenpeace recommends that in negotiations for a free trade agreement with the United States, the Australian Government:

· Ensure that the removal of all environmentally damaging subsidies is an important component of the negotiating stance; and

· Should advocate and promote the use of the precautionary principle.
· Does not make any concessions to reduce labelling laws or standards for genetically engineered foods, and also ensure that future improvements in or extensions to labelling standards are not precluded by any agreement.
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