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Peter Hartcher’s article “Global manipulation”  (AFR June 13) attempts to smear those
demanding fair trade by claiming they are manipulated by “powerful vested interests”
including  unions and farmers organisations. This is ironic, given that his previous article
on June 12 documented the lobbying efforts of the most powerful US corporations for
free trade agreements. These corporations often have more resources than governments,
let alone community organisations.

The fair trade movement in Australia is in fact made up of churches, environment groups,
human rights groups, unions and many other community groups which share common
concerns about the current trade regime. They support trade and the need for international
regulation of trade. But they question the secretive and undemocratic structures of the
World Trade Organisation, and the impact of its one-size-fits-all policies on very
different societies. These concerns are shared with many developing country
governments, which object to the domination of WTO structures by the most powerful
economies.

WTO agreements include services, agriculture, intellectual property and environment and
health regulation. These can affect many areas of national policy. The WTO disputes
panel can authorise trade sanctions. Panel decisions have challenged Australian policies
on export incentives and quarantine rules on fresh salmon.

US drug companies have recently prevailed on the US government to lodge a WTO
dispute against the government of Brazil alleging violation of their intellectual property
rights as defined in a WTO Agreement. The Brazilian government has committed the
crime of having the most successful AIDS treatment program in South America by
manufacturing cheap generic drugs and distributing them to those who would otherwise
die. In whose interests does this agreement operate?

Community organisations want trade decision-making meetings to be open, democratic
and to give more voice to developing countries. They want trade rules to be consistent
with environmental and human rights agreements. They want public goods like cultural
activities, public health and education to remain excluded from trade agreements so that
governments can regulate in the public interest. And they want a fair intellectual property
rights system that enables governments to provide essential medicines for epidemics at
affordable prices.

In short they want trade rules to reflect the public interest.
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