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MEDIA RELEASE       June 18, 2020 

Community groups say revise giant RCEP trade deal to ensure rules do not restrict government 

action during pandemics 

“The Australian Fair Trade and Investment Network of 60 community groups has written to Trade 

Minister Birmingham ahead of a virtual meeting next week about the Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership (RECP) calling for a pause in the negotiations and review of the text to ensure 

that its rules do not restrict government action to save lives during the current and future 

pandemics,” AFTINET Convener Dr Patricia Ranald said today. 

The RCEP includes Australia, New Zealand, China, Japan, South Korea and the 10 ASEAN countries. 

“India left the RCEP in November 2019. Following attempts to invite India to re-join, the remaining 14 

ministers may announce that they will finalise the existing text and sign it in November 2020 whether 

or not India re-joins. The text will not be released until after it is signed,” explained Dr Ranald. 

“We are concerned that the text was negotiated and announced in November 2019 before the 

COVID-19 pandemic and does not address the flaws in current trade rules exposed by the pandemic. 

These include over-dependence on global production chains and lack of local manufacturing capacity 

to produce medicines and medical equipment, deregulation and opening up of essential services to 

private foreign investment and entrenchment of the 20-year patent monopoly on new medicines, 

which can delay access to cheaper versions of those medicines,” said Dr Ranald.  

“The realities of the pandemic have forced governments to act in the public interest, at times 

outside the limitations of current trade rules. The Australian government has directed private 

hospitals to treat pandemic patients, assisted local firms to produce facemasks and ventilators and 

ramped up screening of foreign investment to prevent predatory takeovers as prices fall. Trade rules 

should not restrict governments from acting to save lives,” said Dr Ranald. 

“There is a current parliamentary inquiry by the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs 

Defence and Trade into the implications of the pandemic for trade and other policy. The results of 

this inquiry should inform the RCEP negotiations,” said Dr Ranald. 

The letter, attached below, is calling for: 

• release of the existing text. Ninety-four community organisations from RCEP countries have 

asked for the release of the text for public and parliamentary debate before it is signed 

• suspension of negotiations and revision of the text to ensure that there are no rules which 

prevent governments from taking action to save lives during this and future pandemics, 

especially ensuring timely and affordable access to medicines and other medical equipment. 

The revised text should be published before it is signed. Two hundred and ninety-three 

community organisations from around the world have called on governments to suspend 

WTO and regional trade negotiations to enable them to focus on saving lives during the 

pandemic, and to review existing trade rules to maximise timely access to affordable 

medicines and medical equipment now and in the future. 

Contact Dr Patricia Ranald 0419 695 841

https://theconversation.com/indias-not-joining-the-latest-free-trade-deal-which-limits-australias-market-access-126343
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/rcep-countries-woo-india-back-to-drawing-board-with-flexible-package/article31724943.ece
https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/agreements/negotiations/rcep/Pages/regional-comprehensive-economic-partnership
https://theconversation.com/three-simple-things-australia-should-do-to-secure-access-to-treatments-vaccines-tests-and-devices-during-the-coronavirus-crisis-136052
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/mar/31/federal-government-pay-half-integrate-private-public-hospitals-covid-19-response
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/mar/31/federal-government-pay-half-integrate-private-public-hospitals-covid-19-response
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-27/inside-australias-only-medical-mask-factory/12093864
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-19/scott-morrison-government-coronavirus-covid19-manufacturing/12153568.
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/foreign-buyers-face-scrutiny-on-every-bid-after-sharemarket-slump-20200329-p54f1s.html
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Foreign_Affairs_Defence_and_Trade/FADTandglobalpandemic/Terms_of_Reference
http://aftinet.org.au/cms/sites/default/files/191209%20final%20aust%20regional%20release%20the%20text%20letter.pdf
http://aftinet.org.au/cms/node/1859
http://aftinet.org.au/cms/node/1859
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Senator the Hon Simon Birmingham      June 17, 2020 
Minister for Trade, Tourism and Investment 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

Dear Minister, 

As you know, AFTINET is a network of 60 community organisations that advocates for fair trade 

consistent with human rights, labour rights and environmental sustainability. 

We understand that you will meet remotely with the other 14 ministers remaining in the RCEP soon. 

Following attempts to invite India to re-join, we understand that ministers may announce that they 

will finalise the existing text and sign it in November 2020 whether or not India re-joins. The text will 

not be released until after it is signed. 

I am writing to you ahead of the meeting to express the concerns of community organisations that 

the text was negotiated and announced in November 2019 before the COVID-19 pandemic and does 

not address the flaws in current trade rules exposed by the pandemic, including: 

• Over-dependency on global production chains and lack of local manufacturing capacity to 

produce medicines and medical equipment; 

• deregulation and opening up of essential services to private foreign investment and 

• entrenchment of the 20-year patent monopoly on new medicines, which can delay access to 

cheaper versions of those medicines.  

We note there is a current parliamentary inquiry by the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs 

Defence and Trade into the implications of the pandemic for trade and other policy. The results of 

this inquiry should inform the RCEP negotiations. 

The realities of the pandemic have forced the Australian government and other governments to act 

in the public interest, at times outside the limitations of current trade rules. The Australian 

government has directed private hospitals to treat pandemic patients, assisted local firms to 

produce facemasks and ventilators and ramped up screening of foreign investment to prevent 

predatory takeovers as prices fall. 

The current RCEP text was negotiated before the pandemic We know from the DFAT summary of the 

text published in November 2019 that it contains rules that could restrict governments from reacting 

flexibly in the public interest to the current pandemic and future pandemics. 

We are calling for 

• release of the existing text. Ninety-four community organisations from RCEP countries have 

asked for the release of the text for public and parliamentary debate before it is signed 

• suspension of negotiations and revision of the text to ensure that there are no rules which 

prevent governments from taking action to save lives during this and future pandemics, 

especially ensuring timely and affordable access to medicines and other medical equipment. 

The revised text should be published before it is signed. Two hundred and ninety-three 

https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/rcep-countries-woo-india-back-to-drawing-board-with-flexible-package/article31724943.ece
https://theconversation.com/three-simple-things-australia-should-do-to-secure-access-to-treatments-vaccines-tests-and-devices-during-the-coronavirus-crisis-136052
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Foreign_Affairs_Defence_and_Trade/FADTandglobalpandemic/Terms_of_Reference
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/mar/31/federal-government-pay-half-integrate-private-public-hospitals-covid-19-response
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-27/inside-australias-only-medical-mask-factory/12093864
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-19/scott-morrison-government-coronavirus-covid19-manufacturing/12153568.
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/foreign-buyers-face-scrutiny-on-every-bid-after-sharemarket-slump-20200329-p54f1s.html
https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/agreements/negotiations/rcep/Pages/regional-comprehensive-economic-partnership
https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/agreements/negotiations/rcep/Pages/regional-comprehensive-economic-partnership
http://aftinet.org.au/cms/sites/default/files/191209%20final%20aust%20regional%20release%20the%20text%20letter.pdf
http://aftinet.org.au/cms/node/1859


 

 

community organisations from around the world have called on governments to suspend 

WTO and regional trade negotiations to enable them to focus on saving lives during the 

pandemic, and to review existing trade rules to maximise timely access to affordable 

medicines and medical equipment now and in the future. 

We hope you will take these views into consideration and look forward to your reply. 

Yours sincerely 

 
 
Dr Patricia Ranald 
Convenor, Australian Fair Trade and Investment Network 

http://aftinet.org.au/cms/node/1859

