Blue Mountains Community Interagency

P.O. Box 152, Lawson, NSW. 2783.

Phone: 02 47593599   fax: 024759 3299

Email mary.mcrn@bigpond.com

The Secretary 

Senate Foreign Affairs Defence and Trade References Committee 

Suite 51.57, Parliament House 

CANBERRA ACT 2600 

Re: Australia/US Free Trade Agreement

To whom it may concern:

The Blue Mountains Community Interagency is made up of over 70 services and organisations in the Blue Mountains west of Sydney. These organisations include Neighbourhood Centres, Family Support services, Community Development projects, Youth services, Disability services, Migrant services, Children’s and Child Protection services, Community Housing and staff from Blue Mountains City Council, Wentworth Area Health Services, Centrelink and Employment services. We represent thousands of people in the Blue Mountains community. 

On behalf of those people and in their interests, we take the opportunity to comment on the issues being addressed by this committee. 

We make the following points: 

1. The Australian people and in Australian Parliaments, along with the Australian Government, should be included in discussions, any of the following areas of Trade Negotiations because they are SOCIAL POLICY issues to be debated and decided by the public.

· Water: Public services such as WATER should not be privatised. Water, as a vital service should be held in public ownership for the common good. Water should not be held in private/business ownership. We support LOCAL PUBLIC CONTROL of WATER in the best interests of local communities. 

· The Australian Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme: This is an essential health service to many Australians, particularly those people on low incomes. We are concerned that the profit motives of US drug companies override the interests of the Australian people. This scheme should not be a part of negotiations in any trade agreement. 

· Australian Content in the Media: Rules need to be maintained for high local content in TV, film and music for cultural diversity and identity and to support Australian people running their own industries. Local talent needs to be supported. 

· Labelling of and regulations for genetically-modified food: it is essential that the Australian people are fully informed by honest labelling of all products containing GM ingredients. This is so people can make informed choices. Many people do not want any GM crops grown in Australia. GM crops threaten both existing traditional farming practices and emerging successful organic farming. 

· Australian Quarantine Laws: We do not believe they should be relaxed. They prevent diseases entering and spreading which could be devastating and irreversible if they are allowed to enter Australia. 

· The Foreign Investment Review Board: The power of this board needs to be maintained to oversee foreign investment levels in Australia. Majority ownership should remain in Australian hands. 

It is also IMPERATIVE that US corporations are NOT given the right to sue governments or challenge laws. We cannot have laws and governments being behoven to 'outside of Australian' corporations when their primary accountability should be to the Australian public. 

2. Security Issues 

Trade issues on products should not be tied in with security issues. These are separate areas. Doing this is likely to impact negatively on our Asian neighbours with whom we need to have good economic and security relationships. 

3. The Australian Government should be putting all these issues on the public agenda for debate as well as debating them in Parliament. We are concerned that these negotiations are bypassing elected representatives. 

We do not believe the Australian people have been fully informed about the process and content of these negotiations. We do not believe it is in the interests of the Australian people to be negotiating these issues nor altering them. If Australia is to remain a democracy - of the people, by the people for the people, we should not negotiate in any of these areas and we call on this Committee to bring Social Policy back to the Australian people. 

Yours faithfully 

Dianne Jacobus and Mary Waterford,

On behalf of Blue Mountains Community Interagency

April 10, 2003.
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Blue Mountains Community Interagency is a regular Forum attended by representatives from Neighbourhood Centres, Family Support services, Community Development projects, Youth services, Disability services, Migrant services, Children’s and Child Protection services, Community Housing and staff from Blue Mountains City Council, and Employment services. It is convened by the Mountains Community Resource Network. 
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