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Fact Sheet

The Australian government is 
negotiating the TPPA free trade 
agreement with the US, New Zealand, 
Canada, Mexico, Peru, Chile, 
Singapore, Brunei, Malaysia and 
Vietnam. The negotiations are secret, 
and there is limited consultation 
with community groups. But leaked 
documents which show that social 
policies important to women are 
under threat. 

Free trade agreements are legally binding 
agreements which promise economic benefits for 
all through removal of tariffs (taxes on imports) 
and less regulation of business. But this promise is 
often not delivered, and ignores the fact that men 
and women have different economic and social 
roles. Women with children have less access to 
paid work, women do more unpaid work in the 
family, and women are mostly in lower-paid jobs 
with less bargaining power. This means women 
rely more on fair work laws, on access to public 
services like health, education and social welfare, 
and on laws to prevent discrimination against them.

Removal of trade barriers and of government 
regulation can be especially harmful to women in 
lower paid jobs. For example, in Australia, lower 
tariffs in the clothing and textile industries over the 
last 30 years led to factory closures and a move to 
unregulated home-based work, with women paid 
as little as two dollars an hour, and no health and 
safety rules. Women’s groups and unions had to 
organise for specific government laws to prevent 
the worst forms exploitation in home-based work.

The TPPA agenda is being set by global US 
corporations. Leaked documents and corporate 
submissions show the US Government wants:
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• Stronger patent rights for pharmaceutical 
companies to charge high monopoly prices for 
medicines for more than 20 years, and to delay 
cheaper generic drugs becoming available; 

• Limits on the ability of government to ensure 
medicines are affordable through schemes like 
Australia’s Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme. 
The Australian Government negotiates 
lower wholesale prices for medicines and 
then subsidises the retail price we pay at the 
chemist, but US pharmaceutical companies 
want to place limits on these schemes; 

• Opening of essential services like health and 
public transport to competition and privatisation 
by global corporations and limits on the ability 
of government to regulate these services;

• Rights for agribusiness companies to gain 
patents over traditional seeds and plants in 
developing countries and then charge farmers 
for them;

• Special rights for foreign investors to sue 
governments for damages if a law or policy’ 
harms’ their investment, known as Investor-
state disputes. 
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There is so far no agreement that TPPA 
governments will implement basic rights 
in the workplace like freedom to join 
unions, the right to collective bargaining, 
no forced labour, no child labour and 
no discrimination in the work place. 

What would these proposals mean for 
women?

• Higher prices for medicines and less ability 
for governments to regulate the price of 
medicines would be especially bad for 
women, who are high users of medicines 
because of their childbearing and caring 
roles.

• Privatisation and contracting out of essential 
services like health and public transport 
leads to lower quality services and higher 
costs. This would hit low income women and 
children hardest. 

• Agribusiness rights to patent traditional 
seeds and plants would mean poor farmers 
in developing countries would have to pay 
high prices for seeds to plant each year, 
rather than saving them from previous crops. 
Most poor farmers are women. There have 
been strong women’s movements against 
patenting of seeds being included in trade 
agreements.

• Laws which protect women’s and children’s 
health have been challenged by investor-
state disputes, and governments have 
paid tens of millions in damages. Foreign 
investors have sued governments over laws 
that banned toxic waste dumps and harmful 
additives in petrol, over patent laws which 
allowed cheaper generic medicines, and 
over regulation of tobacco advertising. 

• If there is no enforceable agreement for 
TPPA countries to protect workers’ rights, 
expansion of trade and competition will 
lead to a race to the bottom on these rights. 
Women’s more vulnerable position in paid 
work means they will suffer the most severe 
impacts.

Join the campaign for a fair deal or no 
deal in the TPPA

AFTINET (Australian Fair Trade & Investment 
Network) is a national network of individuals and 
community organisations which campaign for fair 
trade based on human rights, labour rights and 
environmental sustainability.

The TPPA negotiations are continuing in 2013 with 
the aim of finishing by the end of the year. We must 
hold our government accountable and ensure that 
it does not agree to any proposals that would 
reduce its ability to protect workers’ rights and act 
in the public interest. 

Our website has resources you can use to:
• Send a message to the Trade Minister
• Raise the issues with your local member of 

Parliament
• Join our mailing list to get regular updates on 

the campaign
• Donate to support the campaign

Contact us:
Australian Fair Trade and Investment Network 
(AFTINET)
128 Chalmers St, Surry Hills NSW 2010
Web: aftinet.org.au
Mail: campaign@aftinet.org.au
Tel: 02 9699 3686 
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