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Why does trade and investment policy matter in the federal election?  
The Australian government is currently negotiating the Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership (RCEP) with 15 countries in the Asia-Pacific region that would cover half the world’s 

population. The RCEP is being negotiated in secret and the text will not be released until the 

agreement has been signed. But we know from leaked documents that there are proposals that 

would benefit global corporations but undermine our democracy, human rights, labour rights and 

environment. These include:  

• Higher medicine prices through stronger monopoly rights for pharmaceutical companies to 
charge higher prices for medicines, which would delay the availability of cheaper versions of 
those medicines; 

• increased rights for global corporations to bypass national courts and sue governments for 
millions of dollars in unfair international tribunals over changes to health and environment 
laws, (known as ISDS) and 

• Increases in the numbers of vulnerable temporary workers by removing the requirement to 

test if local workers are available. Research show that these workers are often badly 
exploited because they are tied to one employer and can be deported if they lose the job.  

What can you do to support trade justice?  
Trade and investment policy is often overlooked in election campaigns. As supporters of trade 

justice, we can build awareness of the impacts that trade and investment agreements can have on 

human rights, labour rights and the environment and encourage our elected representatives to take 

action in support of trade justice. The more we build a public dialogue about trade issues, the more 

success we will have in shifting Australia’s approach to trade policy. Every conversation helps! 

1. Attend a candidate meeting  
Step 1. Check which electorate you live in. Information is available on the Australian Electoral 

Commission website https://electorate.aec.gov.au/.  

Step 2. Find out who the candidates are in your electorate. This information will be available on each 

political party’s website: 

• Labor Party - https://www.alp.org.au/ 

• Liberal party - https://www.liberal.org.au/ 

• National Party - http://nationals.org.au/ 

• Centre Alliance - https://centrealliance.org.au/ 

• The Greens - https://greens.org.au/ 

Because of limited resources, we have evaluated the policies of the main parliamentary parties. 

There may be more independent and minor parties in your electorate whom you can also question. 

Step 3. Find out when each candidate is holding public meetings or visits to your area. This 

information should be available on the party/candidate website as well as on their Facebook and 

Twitter pages.  

Step 4. Do your research! We have provided some information below on the RCEP agreement. This 

will help you to prepare for the meetings and to think of questions to ask the candidates.  

Step 5. Let us know how it went! Shoot us a quick email: campaign@aftinet.org.au. 
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http://aftinet.org.au/cms/Against_ISDS
https://electorate.aec.gov.au/
https://www.alp.org.au/
https://www.liberal.org.au/
http://nationals.org.au/
https://centrealliance.org.au/
https://greens.org.au/
mailto:campaign@aftinet.org.au


Talking points/background information 
The RCEP is being negotiated in secret but leaked texts give an indication of the agreement’s 

provisions: 

Rights for global corporations to sue governments 

• The RCEP contains special rights for global corporations to sue governments over new laws – 
called Investor State Dispute Settlement (ISDS). 

• There have been increasing numbers of cases against health, environmental and other 
public interest laws. 

• Even if a government wins a case, just defending it can take years and cost tens of millions of 
dollars in legal fees. The Philip Morris tobacco case against Australia took over four years 
and cost $24 million. Philip Morris was only required to pay half of Australia’s costs. 

More expensive medicines 

• The RCEP will give pharmaceutical companies longer monopolies on medicines and would 
delay access to cheaper generic forms of medicines.  

• This could significantly increase the cost of our Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme. 

• Millions of people in developing countries will no longer have access to the cheaper generic 
medicines they need. 

Restricting regulation of essential services  

• The RCEP trade-in-services chapter could open most services to foreign investment and 
restricts new government regulation of services.  

• It could prevent regulation of energy services in response to climate change or prevent 
improvements in staffing levels in aged care or childcare.  

• It could also stop governments from regulating to fix privatisation failures, as have 
occurred in vocational education services and privatised hospitals. 

Increased vulnerability of temporary workers  

• The RCEP includes proposals that enable businesses to increase the number of temporary 
migrant workers without ensuing provisions are in place to protect them from exploitation. 

• Unlike permanent migrants, temporary workers are tied to one employer, can be deported if 
they lose the job and are vulnerable to exploitation as shown by many studies and media 
reports. 

Increases the power of global digital companies at the expense of consumers 

• E-Commerce rules restrict governments from regulating global digital companies like 
Amazon and Facebook.  

• In the wake of Facebook and other data abuse scandals, we need stronger, not weaker, 
privacy and other protections for consumers.  

• Proposed e-commerce rules also reinforce the global dominance of existing digital 
companies, at the expense of developing countries being able to develop industries. 

No commitments on human rights, workers rights and environmental protections 

• The RCEP does not include provisions on human rights, workers rights or environmental 
protections 

• This contrasts with the rights it gives global corporations to sue governments if they change 
laws to protect health, workers rights, the environment, including laws to address climate 
change. 

No transparency or democratic accountability  

• The RCEP is being negotiated behind closed doors and neither the public nor elected 
representatives will have access to negotiating texts until after it has been agreed. 

http://aftinet.org.au/cms/Against_ISDS
https://theconversation.com/when-even-winning-is-losing-the-surprising-cost-of-defeating-philip-morris-over-plain-packaging-114279
http://aftinet.org.au/cms/1703-RCEP-medicines
http://aftinet.org.au/cms/sites/default/files/181203%20RCEP%20and%20public%20services.pdf#overlay-context=2017-Regional-Comprehensive-Economic-Partnership-RCEP
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2017/11/apo-nid120406-1162971.pdf
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2017/11/apo-nid120406-1162971.pdf


• Business groups are closely involved with the negotiations but there has been very limited 
communication with civil society groups. 

• Parliament does not get to vote on the whole agreement, only on implementing legislation 
that may be required.  

Questions to ask 
Will their party oppose these proposals in the RCEP?  

• stronger monopoly rights for pharmaceutical companies to charge higher prices for 
medicines, which would delay the availability of cheaper versions of those medicines; 

• increased rights for global corporations to bypass national courts and sue governments for 
millions of dollars in unfair international tribunals over changes to health and environment 
laws, (known as ISDS) 

• increased numbers of exploited temporary migrant workers, who are vulnerable to 
exploitation, as shown by recent research and media reports, without testing if local workers 
are available.  

Will their party support these proposals for the RCEP? 
• inclusion in the RCEP of fully enforceable labour rights and environmental standards  
• release of the RCEP negotiating texts to enable informed input from the community, and 

release of the final text for independent assessment before it is signed 

2. Share our leaflet, sign our petition and donate to the campaign 
See and share our short leaflet here. 

Sign and share AFTINET’s petition calling on the Senate to oppose damaging clauses in the proposed 

RCEP agreement and to to support the inclusion of enforceable workers' rights and environmental 

standards. Sign the petition here and share it with your networks on social media. 

AFTINET receives no government or corporate funding and relies on its supporters. You can donate 

to our campaign here.  
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https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2017/11/apo-nid120406-1162971.pdf
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http://aftinet.org.au/cms/node/1682
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