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MEDIA RELEASE        March 31, 2020 

AFTINET calls for release of the text of fast-tracked Singapore-Australia digital 

deregulation agreement 

“The Australian government should release the text of the Australia Singapore Digital Economy 

Agreement (DEA) which was concluded last week. There is a summary on the DFAT website but the 

full text will not be released until after it has been signed in about two months,” AFTINET Convener 

Dr Patricia Ranald said today. 

“This process repeats the pattern of secrecy and lack of accountability which means we don’t see 

trade deals until after they have been signed and cannot be changed. If the deal is as good as the 

summary claims, why can’t we see the full text before it is signed?” said Dr Ranald. 

“The agreement will replace the e-commerce chapter in the Singapore-Australia FTA. The 

negotiations only started in October last year and have been concluded very quickly and secretly,” 

explained Dr Ranald.  

“AFTINET did a detailed submission expressing grave concerns that both the Singapore agreement 

and WTO plurilateral negotiations on e-commerce are following an agenda driven by the big tech 

companies like Google and Facebook. This could create legally binding agreements that undermine 

human rights, particularly privacy rights, consumer protections and rights against discrimination,” 

said Dr Ranald.  

“There have been a series of scandals about data privacy and anti-competitive practices by big tech 

and other companies. The recent Australian Consumer & Competition Commission (ACCC) report 

investigated these and recommended more, not less, regulation of the activities of those companies. 

“The DFAT summary says that the Singapore agreement will deregulate cross-border data flows and 

limit government regulation of discriminatory algorithms and source code. This could reduce the 

ability of both current and future governments to regulate in the public interest,” said Dr Ranald. An 

oped which summarises these issues is here. 

“The Singapore agreement also permits cross-border data flows for financial services not previously 

included in most agreements. This means that banks can store personal financial and other data 

overseas. This could create problems for future government regulation still being developed 

following the Banking Royal Commission,” said Dr Ranald. 

Dr Ranald explained that the agreement will require only a limited parliamentary process after it is 

signed. It will then be tabled in parliament and reviewed by the Joint Standing Committee on 

Treaties (JSCOT). The Committee is dominated by the government and cannot change the text. 

Parliament will only vote if there is specific implementing legislation required. 

“We call on the government to release the text now for public scrutiny and debate,” said Dr Ranald. 

Contact Dr Patricia Ranald 0419 695 841 

https://www.dfat.gov.au/news/news/australia-and-singapore-conclude-negotiations-landmark-digital-economy-agreement
http://aftinet.org.au/cms/sites/default/files/AFTINET%20e-commerce%20submission%20to%20DFAT.pdf#overlay-context=submissions/aftinet-submissions
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-09/facebook-privacy-oaic-information-commissioner/12039642
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/jun/03/tech-monopoly-congress-increases-antitrust-scrutiny-on-facebook-google-amazon
http://aftinet.org.au/cms/node/1761
https://www.michaelwest.com.au/regulatory-chill-tech-giants-lobby-negotiators-at-secret-swiss-talks-to-subvert-national-regulators/

