SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE INQUIRY INTO THE USFTA

We oppose so-called "Free Trade" negotiations between Australia and the U.S. for the following reasons:

• the potential gains are illusory

• the potential losses could destroy Australia as an independent  nation. 

• Negotiations are taking place without parliamentary debate and without public scrutiny (other than this senate inquiry).  Negotiations lack transparency - a process that should be unacceptable in a democratic country. 

Illusory Gains

1. Despite predicted gains to our economy, the Rural Industries Research Development Corporation's  Report prepared by ACIL Consulting and yet to be officially released, shows a slight loss to Australia's economy - due to diversion of trade from East Asian markets (currently representing 55% of our exports compared with 10% going to the US).

2.If we go ahead with the USFTA, Asia is likely to cut us out of their markets. As a result of negotiations with the U.S., China is already considering setting up an East Asian trading bloc that excludes Australia.  We should be looking to our neighbours in Asia first. As China's economy grows, it has the potential to become a far more significant trading partner than the U.S.

3. The farm lobby is very powerful in the U.S. Whatever the agreement, the US Farm Bill, giving billions of dollars in subsidy to American farmers will remain a major obstacle to free trade.

4. The U.S. is unlikely to sign any agreement that is not in their own self-interest. (look at Iraq - despite Britain's and Australia's role in the current war, it appears that all major contracts for the re-building of Iraq are being awarded to American companies.)

Potential Losses

(These apply also to GATS negotiations at the WTO.)

1. Australia's independence and the role of the Australian Government will be diminished by the requirement to abolish the Foreign Investment Review Board and allow key areas of our economy to be controlled by foreign interests. If we sign up to all parts of the GATS, our public services  such as health, education etc., traditionally directed and protected by governments, will be subjected to the same free trade rules that apply to Australia's agriculture and manufactured goods. 

2. The delivery of essential services such as power, water, etc. will be at the whim of private and foreign ownership without the safeguards that currently regulate their cost and distribution.

3. Article 6.4 of the GATS will out-law cross-subsidisation which ensures there is equal access to services throughout the country at a uniform cost. This will further disadvantage people living in regional and remote areas of Australia. 

4. Social equity initiatives assisting the most vulnerable members of our community will be destroyed, for example, the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme would no longer be able to deliver medicines at a reasonable cost, if deemed "anti-competetive".   

5. Australia's identity, essential to our country's cultural and economic growth and renewal, will be destroyed by the abolition of the local content rules in film, television and music. We will be swamped by US cultural products.

6. Regulations that protect our environment could be challenged as "anti-competitive"  - making Australia more vulnerable to over development and threatening the future of our land as well as our native flora and fauna.

7. High quarantine standards that currently allow Australia to maintain a relatively disease-free environment could also be challenged as a "back-door " means of restricting trade.

Secrecy & Lack of Public Debate

Extensive public debate is required before Australia cedes its sovereign rights to powerful American interests. This is particularly important as negotiations are taking place behind closed doors and the USFTA will become legally binding without any legislation being passed in the Australian Parliament.

Far from enriching Australia, the FTA has the potential to impoverish the country, making it difficult to nurture our environment, invest in our resources for future generations and foster our talent for the long term benefit of the country. 
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