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Briefing on Proposed China Free Trade Agreement 
The Australian and Chinese governments have been negotiating a free trade agreement (FTA) for three years. There is significant concern by key community, union and industry groups about the social and environmental impacts of an FTA in both China and Australia. 

AFTINET welcomes the ALP policy platform to address economic and social issues in the FTA negotiations with China, however, a number of key concerns about the potential impacts of the agreement remain.
· Poor economic modelling 
The previous Government has already admitted that the claimed economic benefit in the Feasibility Study ($24 billion over 15 years) was based on unrealistic assumptions of full free trade that will not be realised. This repeats the pattern of poor economic modelling for previous FTAs with Singapore, Thailand and the US, which all predicted economic benefits that have not been delivered. In fact, Australia’s trade deficit with all of these countries has worsened. A study by the AMWU shows that an FTA with China could mean an even greater trade deficit and a net loss of 158,000 jobs. China is now Australia’s largest trading partner. Given the strength of this existing trade relationship, AFTINET is sceptical about the need for and value of a preferential trade agreement while economic gains are exaggerated and human rights issues are unresolved.

· Lack of community consultation and impact assessment
Despite numerous submissions from community organisations, the Feasibility Study on the Australia-China FTA did not include any comprehensive studies on economic, regional, social, cultural, regulatory and environmental impacts of an FTA, nor allow sufficient time for public debate and consultation, since the negotiations were announced when the study was released. 

AFTINET welcomes the ALP policy that “any agreement must be subject to effective public consultation and a thorough Parliamentary process capable of identifying the strengths and weaknesses of any proposed agreement” (ALP Policy Platform, Chapter 3, pg 25).
· Lack of workers' rights and environmental standards 
In China's export processing industries, real wages have fallen as factories cut labour costs to bid for contacts from transnational corporations. China's exports are based on declining real wages, poor working conditions and failure to comply with both China's own labour laws and international standards, like freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining. There is also severe environmental pollution in export processing industries and systemic failure to enforce environmental regulation. We note the concern expressed in the ALP Platform about labour and environmental standards in China (ALP Policy Platform, Ch 3, pg 25).
· Poor tactics and lack of progress in the negotiations 

The previous Australian government weakened its bargaining position by conceding market economy status to China before the negotiations started.  The government wants greater access to Chinese agriculture and services markets. But China has already experienced rural employment loss and social unrest from the impacts of agricultural liberalisation through the WTO, and is also reluctant to liberalise services. The Chinese government wants greater access to markets in Australia, including vehicles, clothing textiles and footwear, which would have major employment impacts in Australian regional areas. The negotiations are so slow that even some industry groups have said the government should consider ending them and the chief negotiator, Ric Wells was quoted as saying that China did not want the agreement
.
· Expanding Visa 457 to unskilled workers 
The Chinese government has raised the issue of expanding the Visa 457 category for temporary skilled workers, which is already resulting in widespread abuse and exploitation of these workers, who can be deported if they complain. The previous Australian government laid Australia open to this because it had already made an offer to put the existing Visa 457 arrangements for skilled workers in the WTO Trade in Services Agreement. The inclusion in the recently signed New Zealand/China FTA of 1,800 temporary work visas for industries that are deemed to be facing a skill shortage will increase the pressure for inclusion of a something similar in any Australia/China FTA. 
The Chinese government wants to broaden current Visa 457 access to allow unskilled workers under visa 457 as part of the Free Trade Agreement. So far this has not been agreed, but the danger is that it may be traded off for some other concession. The exploitation of temporary workers should not be part of a trade agreement.

The Government has announced a review of Visa 457 conditions, including employment conditions, protection from exploitation, health and safety, and English language requirements. This is being done by Industrial Relations Commissioner Barbara Deegan and will report to the Minister for Immigration and Citizenship by October 1 2008. There should be no extension of current Visa 457 conditions before this review is completed. 
In accordance with Government policy there should be an assessment of the impact of the proposed FTA on human rights, labour rights and the environment in China and Australia. 
In accordance with the recommendations from Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Committee’s 2003 report “Voting on Trade” negotiations should not proceed without comprehensive community consultation and parliamentary approval. Parliament must then be able to vote on the whole treaty not just the implementing legislation
. 
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