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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 only limited consultation 
with community groups. But leaked 
documents show that corporate rights 
are being extended at the expense of 
workers’ rights.

There have been 16 rounds of negotiations since 
2010. The agenda is being set by US corporations 
and international business groups, and threatens 
local jobs and workers’ rights. They want:

•	 Less Australian content in government   
purchasing

•	 Less	Australian	content	in	film	and	television
•	 Higher prices for medicines, which would hit 

workers and their families hard
•	 Special rights for foreign investors to sue 

governments over health and environment 
laws. 

 
So far there is no agreement to include 
enforceable labour rights as part of the 
agreement.

Without basic rights at work, free trade agreements 
can lead to a race to the bottom on workers’ 
rights. Australian government policy says trade 
agreements should implement basic labour rights 
as agreed by most governments through the 
United Nations International Labour Organisation.

Governments in the TPPA should commit 
to implement basic labour rights, including 
freedom to join unions, the right to collective  
bargaining, no forced labour, no child labour 
and no discrimination in the workplace. 

Support Real Protection for 
workers’ rights

So far there is no agreement on enforceable 
labour rights in the TPPA negotiations. The
Australian government should implement its policy 
and strongly support enforceable labour rights.

Support Policies for Local Jobs

Business groups want changes to Australian 
government purchasing policies which allow for 
some local employment, and which require all 
government contractors to implement workers’ 
rights	in	the	Fair	Work	Act	and	in	specific	industry	
agreements, for vulnerable workers in the cleaning 
and clothing trades. 

The US is the world’s largest exporter of movies, 
television programs and digital media. Australia, 
like many other countries, has local content rules 
for	media	 to	 ensure	 that	Australian	 stories,	 films	
and music are heard, especially by our children. 
Without these rules, we would lose our culture, 
and many jobs would be lost in these industries. 
US media companies argue that these rules 
are a barrier to trade, and should be reduced or 
abolished.

The Australian government should say no to these 
demands and should continue to support Australian 
content and workers’ rights in government 
purchasing, and to support Australian content in 
media services.

MARCH 2013 

Workers march against TPPA in Chicago 



Fact Sheet

Pharmaceutical companies already have patent 
rights to charge high monopoly prices for new 
medicines for 20 years, before we have access to 
cheaper generic medicines. US trade negotiators 
want stronger patent rights to delay cheaper 
medicines even further. This would mean higher 
medicine prices in Australia, and would be even 
more disastrous for developing countries. 

US negotiators are also proposing rules in the 
TPPA which would restrict governments’ ability 
to make medicines affordable though schemes 
like	 Australia’s	 Pharmaceutical	 Benefits	 Scheme	
(PBS).

In the US, where there is no national system to 
regulate the price of medicines, the wholesale 
prices of new medicines are 3 to 10 times the 
prices in Australia, and many people cannot afford 
to buy medicines. In Australia, the wholesale price 
of medicines is lower because, through the PBS, 
health experts compare the price and effectiveness 
of new medicines with cheaper generic medicines. 
This means lower wholesale prices for the 
pharmaceutical companies, which is why they 
oppose it. The government then subsidises the 
retail price we pay at the chemist.

The Australian Government should implement its 
policy and reject US proposals on patents and 
medicine prices which would mean higher costs for 
consumers and the public health system.

The US wants special rights for foreign investors 
to sue governments for millions of dollars if their 
investments are ‘harmed’ by a 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 (NAFTA) US corporations have 
sued governments for tens of millions of 
taxpayers’ dollars. Governments have been 
sued for regulating dangerous chemicals or 
refusing a license for a toxic waste dump 
which could have contaminated ground water.

Philip Morris, the US-based global tobacco 
company, moved some investments to “become” 
a Hong Kong company so it could sue the 
Australian government over its plain packaging 
legislation, using an obscure 1993 Hong Kong-
Australia investment treaty. The company is still 
pursuing the case even after a group of tobacco 
companies tried and failed to get compensation for 
the legislation through the Australian High Court. 
Philip Morris clearly believes that the international 
tribunal will give a more favourable decision. This 
undermines Australia’s democratic parliament and 
court system.

The	 Australian	 government	 is	 fighting	 the	 Philip	
Morris case. We want the government to implement 
its policy and continue to oppose special rights for 
foreign investors to sue governments.

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 
 

Oppose higher prices for medicines

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

Oppose special rights for foreign 
investors to sue governments


