
 
 

       
      128 Chalmers Street 
      Surry Hills, NSW, 2010 
      Phone:  02 9699 3686 
      Fax:       02 9699 3717 
      Email:    campaign@aftinet.org.au 
      ACN 097 603 131  
      ABN 83 659 681 462 
      www.aftinet.org.au 

  

 

 
 

What you can do about the Transpacific Partnership Trade negotiations before 
the federal election 

 
The TPPA is currently being negotiated between Australia, New Zealand, the USA, Canada, Mexico, 
Peru, Chile, Singapore, Malaysia, Brunei, Vietnam and Japan. 
 
The TPPA is being promoted as a 21st century trade agreement for the Asia-Pacific region.  But it is 
not just about trade in goods and agriculture and there are no studies showing it would have clear 
economic benefits for Australia. However, its rules would tie the hands of government and impact on 
our lives in many areas. These include higher prices for medicines, restrictions on Internet usage, less 
Australian content in film and television and less consumer information on food labelling.  There is 
also a proposal to give foreign investors the right to sue governments for damages in offshore 
tribunals if a law harms their investment, even if the law is in the public interest, like health or 
environmental laws. 
 
The details of the negotiations are secret, and the decision to sign the agreement will be made by 
Cabinet. Parliament will only get to see the text after the deal is done. Many MPs know very little 
about it. 
 
The federal election is an opportunity to raise our concerns. We are asking you to: 
 

1) Send a message about the TPPA to the new Trade Minister Richard Marles and 

Opposition Trade Spokesperson Julie Bishop through the touch of a button on our 

website www.aftinet.org.au 

 

2) If you want to do more, go to a local candidates’ meeting to ask questions about the 

TPPA 

 

 Read the attached TPPA briefing for background on the issues, and ask the questions at the 

end of the briefing 

 

 Take notes of the answers you get and let us know about them by sending them to 

campaign@aftinet.org.au 
 

3) Ask your local Federal MP or Senator about the TPPA. Here are the steps you can take: 

 

 Choose an MP: it could be your local Member of Parliament or a Senator from your state. 

MPs generally respond better to voters in their own electorate. 

 

 Read the attached TPPA briefing and familiarise yourself with the issues. More 

information and fact sheets are available at www.aftinet.org.au 

 

 Organise an appointment with your MP or Senator 

 

 Read the briefing for background on the issues, and ask the questions at the end of the 

briefing 

 Take notes of the answers you get and let us know about them by sending them to 

campaign@aftinet.org.au 
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Briefing paper for MPs on the Transpacific Partnership Agreement (TPPA) 
 
The TPPA is currently being negotiated between Australia, New Zealand, the USA, Canada, Mexico, 
Peru, Chile, Singapore, Malaysia, Brunei, Vietnam and Japan. 
 
The TPPA is being promoted as a 21st century trade agreement for the Asia-Pacific region.  It would 
be a legally binding trade agreement but it is not just about trade in goods and agriculture, and there 
are no studies showing it would have clear economic benefits for Australia. However, its rules would 
tie the hands of current and future governments and impact on our lives in many areas.  
 
Higher prices for medicines  
 
Pharmaceutical companies already have monopoly rights over new medicines and can charge very 
high prices for 20 years. Many new medicines cost thousands of dollars and are only affordable for 
most people in Australia because the government subsidises the price. 
 
Negotiating documents reveal that the US on behalf of its pharmaceutical companies is seeking to 
extend monopoly patent rights through the TPPA. Their proposals would make it easier for patents to 
be granted, even for new uses and forms of existing medicines, would extend patents to diagnostic, 
therapeutic and surgical methods, would extend patent monopolies for longer and delay the 
introduction of cheaper generic medicines. This would mean higher prices for new medicines for 
longer in Australia, and would reduce access to essential medicines for people in developing 
countries.  
 
There are also proposals to impose constraints on government pricing schemes for pharmaceuticals 
like Australia’s Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS).  The PBS enables the Australian government 
to set lower wholesale prices for new medicines by comparing their price and medical effectiveness 
with existing medicines. The government then subsidises the retail price we pay at the chemist, $5.90 
for concession card holders and $36.10 for others. The TPPA proposals seek to prevent this 
comparison, which would mean wholesale prices would rise, and governments would be under 
pressure to raise the retail price. Other proposals would enable pharmaceutical companies to appeal 
and overturn PBS decisions. This is an unacceptable intrusion into domestic health policy, would lead 
to higher costs for government and consumers, and should be rejected by the Australian government. 
 
Special rights for foreign investors to sue governments  
 
The US government wants special rights for foreign investors to sue governments for compensation if 
their investments are harmed by law or policy. These disputes are heard by international investment 
tribunals which give priority to investor rights, even if the law or policy protects health or the 
environment. 
 
Under the North American Free Trade Agreement, US corporations have sued the Canadian and 
Mexican governments for tens of millions of dollars over health and environment legislation. Recent 
cases include the Lone Star mining company suing the Québec provincial government because it 
introduced an environmental review of coal seam gas fracking, and the Eli Lilly pharmaceutical 
company threatening to sue the Canadian government because it was refused a medicine patent in a 
recent Supreme Court decision. 
 
Philip Morris, the US-based global tobacco company, moved some investments to become a Hong 
Kong company, which then sued the Australian government for damages over its plain packaging 
legislation, using an obscure 1993 Hong Kong-Australia investment treaty. The case continues even 
after a group of tobacco companies tried and failed to get compensation through the Australian High 
Court. Philip Morris clearly believes that an international investment tribunal will award damages. This 
undermines Australia’s democratic parliamentary and court system.  
 
Less Australian content in film and television 
 
Australia, like many other countries, has local content rules for commercial media to ensure that 
Australian stories are told in the media, especially in areas like current affairs, drama and children’s 
television. Without these rules, commercial media would use more overseas content because it is 



cheaper. US media companies regard local content rules as barriers to their exports and are seeking 
to remove them. 
 
 
 
Stronger copyright laws and restrictions on internet freedom and data protection 
 
Copyright laws are meant to ensure that creative workers can get a reasonable income when others 
reproduce their work. There should be a balance between these rights and the rights of consumers to 
gain access to knowledge. US media companies want to extend copyright beyond the life of the 
author +70 years to 90 or more years, at great expense to educational bodies, libraries and Internet 
users. 
 
They also want to restrict Internet freedom by imposing criminal penalties for temporary storage of 
copyrighted data, without safeguards for legitimate use.  Internet service providers would have to 
report breaches, remove online content and even deny access to users. 
 
These proposals are strongly opposed by public libraries, consumer groups and Internet service 
providers, because they unfairly advantage copyright holders at the expense of consumers and 
Internet users. 
 
Currently, all of your financial, medical and other records are domiciled in Australia. While medical 
records are required by law to remain within Australia, no such restriction applies to your financial 
records. There is a TPPA proposal that all data could be kept anywhere within the TPPA zone. This 
would mean that your banking records could be retained in another country, without right of access to 
them, and that fraudulent activities may harder to detect.  
 
Less regulation of food labelling, including GE foods  
 
The US is the world’s largest producer of GE foods and has no labelling requirements for them .US 
agribusiness regard such labelling as a barrier to their exports. There are proposals to restrict the 
rights of governments to require food labelling for consumer information, which could limit the ability of 
future governments to regulate food labelling, including labelling of GE foods.  
 

All of these proposals should be rejected by the Australian government. 
 

Support workers’ rights and environmental regulation 
 
Without enforceable commitments to internationally agreed workers’ rights and environmental 
regulation, trade liberalisation can lead to a race to the bottom on these rights and standards, as 
governments compete to attract investment.  
 
The TPPA was meant to include labour rights and environmental standards, which would be enforced 
through government–to-government dispute processes. 
 
But so far there is no agreement in the negotiations for enforceable basic labour rights, including 
freedom of association, the right to collective bargaining, no forced labour, no child labour and no 
discrimination in the workforce. Nor is there any agreement to enforceable environmental standards.  
 

The Australian government should strongly support the inclusion of workers’ 
rights and environmental sustainability in the agreement. 
 



 
 
Questions for MPs at candidates’ meetings 
 

1. Do you know that the Trans-Pacific partnership agreement is being negotiated between 
Australia, the US, New Zealand and nine other countries?  
 
 

2. The US government, influenced by its pharmaceutical companies, wants stronger patent laws 
for medicines, which would delay the availability of cheaper generic medicines and mean 
higher prices for longer. There are also proposals to place limits on Australia’s Pharmaceutical 
Benefits Scheme, which would increase the cost of subsidising medicines to the government, 
and lead to higher medicine prices.  
 
Do you support stronger patent laws and interference in Australia’s Pharmaceutical Benefits 
Scheme?  
 
 

3. Proposals in the TPPA for investor state dispute settlement would give foreign investors the 
right to sue the Australian government if a law or policy harms their investment, even if the law 
or policy is in the public interest.  
 
The Philip Morris tobacco company is currently using this provision in an obscure Australia-
Hong Kong investment agreement to sue the Australian government for millions of dollars over 
its plain packaging legislation. They are persisting with the case despite the fact that the 
legislation was passed through the Australian Parliament with bipartisan support and the 
Australian High Court ruled that the tobacco companies were not entitled to compensation for 
the legislation.  

 
Do you support the right of foreign investors to ignore national legal decisions and use 
international tribunals to sue governments for damages over health and environmental 
legislation? 

 
 

4. Do you support local content rules for Australian film and television and would you oppose 
attempts to restrict or abolish this through the TPPA? 

 
 

5. Do you support the right of Australian governments to regulate food labelling for health and 
consumer choice reasons, and would you oppose attempts to restrict this through the TPPA? 
 
 

6. Many Australian consumer groups, public libraries and small IT companies are part of a Fair 
Deal coalition to oppose stronger copyright laws proposed by the US in the TPP negotiations 
because they would increase costs to all these groups.  

 
Do you support stronger copyright laws? 

 
 

7. Do you support including enforceable labour rights and environmental standards in the TPPA? 
 
 

8. The TPPA negotiations are secret, and Parliament does not see the text until after the 
agreement is signed by Cabinet.  

 
Do you support making the text of the agreement available for public and parliamentary debate 
before it is signed? 

 


