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We are concerned that, within the context of GATS and USFTA negotiations, the Australian Government may be tempted to trade away Australia’s control over its public policies and services as part of the current round of GATS and USFTA negotiation.

In particular, we are quite concerned over changes to Australian laws and government institutions, which have served the nation well in previous decades.  All the information we have been able to access so far, including the Federal Government's own analysis on these matters, does not indicate that our current policies and arrangements are a cause for concern regarding the well being of Australians in the future.  

As well, the government's statements on these matters also do not indicate that reducing our control in these matters would even give any economic advantage to Australia as a whole or to Australian citizens.  In fact the estimates of any benefit assume that all trade barriers on both sides would be removed, which is an extremely unrealistic assumption, especially with respect to agricultural markets.  Both the US and the EU have a long tradition of protecting their own agricultural markets, and recent events in trade relations (remember lamb?), etc. show that they will continue to do so whenever it suits them.

We are particularly concerned that the negotiations would weaken or eliminate the following:

· The Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme

· The Foreign Investment Review Board

· Local or national control over essential services like health, education and water

· Australian content rules in film, television and music

· Labelling and regulation of genetically modified food

· Australia's quarantine standards

The main arguments for any changes to these Australian institutions seem to be that overseas companies would be willing to invest in Australia and therefore we would have access to better products and to employment.  However these arguments are quite unimpressive for several reasons.  

First of all, companies will always be willing to export and sell their products or services to us, no matter what the local rules are, as long as they think they can make a profit on them.

Second, investment does not necessarily increase employment.  Our economy, like those of the US and Europe has experienced enormous amounts of investment in the past few decades with little or no improvement in employment.  Investors prefer to invest in capital intensive industries and equipment, not in things which provide employment.  Furthermore, the changes sought will benefit primarily large corporations, who provide very little of the total employment in Australia, or overseas. These corporations do not provide many of the new jobs.  Repeated studies over the past several decades show that the overwhelming majority of existing jobs and new jobs in ALL countries of the world, including Australia, are in small to medium sized businesses, most of which are locally or nationally owned.  Such businesses would not be taking over water services, producing genetically modified seeds, or benefiting from lowered quarantine standards.

Thirdly, investors do not invest to build up the country where they invest.  They invest to make a profit, and they move that profit to where ever they feel they would have an advantage, either to a tax haven or to some other place where they can make a higher profit.

Fourthly, these investors will sell off or end going concerns which do not benefit their bottom line as much as others, even those are locally useful.  This will reduce competition in the Australian market, and reduce choices to customers, as well as employment.  One small example is how many Arnott's factories have been closed and not replaced by Campbells once they got the recipes, rights and trademarks for use elsewhere.

We have particular concerns in some areas that we would also like to mention.  In the area of health, the Australian approach to health care, including the pharmaceutical benefits scheme, has meant that all Australians have access to the best available care at a reasonable cost.  This is in stark contrast to countries like the US, which has the highest per capita cost of medical care in the world, yet has a much higher rate of infant mortality (widely accepted as a leading indicator of the quality of health care generally) than counties such as those in Scandanavia, which spend much less.  On top of that, over one third of Americans do not even have health cover, and thus very little access to services except as public emergency or charity patients.

We are also concerned about the effects of changes to the broadcasting and publishing rules.

The cultural life of Australia is closely tied to the creative role of audio-visual artists, whether they be within the ABC or among those whose work is fostered through ABC exposure. Their creative work reflects the social, economic and political life of this country, providing our diverse population with the cultural ‘glue’ that develops and reflects the sense of national pride and identity that makes Australia unique. 

Past governments have seen the wisdom of ensuring that programs of film, radio and television can be made by Australians for Australians and indeed, more recently, for audiences overseas who appreciate the quality and flavour of Australian productions. It was for these very purposes that past governments have initiated and maintained Australian local content regulations and placed limits on foreign ownership of broadcast services. 

The free flow of credible and trustworthy information is essential to a healthy democracy.  Since the primary decision making responsibility lies with the citizens, it cannot function if there are restrictions.  Privately owned media are well known to modify or ignore information which does not suit their owners' or advertisers' interests.  As well they are not accountable to anyone but their owners for what they do, apart from the regulations of government.   Public broadcasting is accountable to the citizens through their government and bodies like the Parliament.  As well past governments have seen fit to create our public broadcasting schemes in such a way that they are protected from interference for political ends to a remarkable degree.  An example for me of how effective this has been was shown in an article in the Sydney Morning Herald a few years ago.  The reporter in question interviewed prominent Labour and Coalition politicians on whether the ABC was biased.  All of them complained that it was. How interesting.  If politicians on both sides of Parliament complain of bias, who would the bias be towards?  It appeared to me their complaint was that the ABC said things they didn't want said, or didn't say things they did want said.  But of course that's what unbiased journalism does, it tells the story as well as the journalist can see it within his/her ethical commitments.

We call on the present Australian Government to withdraw from any negotiations which bring pressure to change Australian institutions which protect our food, water, health, education, information and culture.  We call upon the Government to furthermore declare its interest maintaining control over how its citizens are served by providers of these services, and to call upon other governments to do likewise.

 We also call upon it to keep an open mind about what is the best way to provide services.  There are many things best kept out of private hands and not regulated. Many of these are included in the above list.  Even Adam Smith, long seen as the champion of the market place, considered the privatisation of water to be out of bounds, since it is vital to life.  We are not talking about video recorders or skateboards here, but about the services and products that are essential for existence, either physically or socially.  

Let's leave the gadgets to the control of markets and keep control of the essentials to ourselves.

Thank you

Richard and Maria Maguire
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