PRESS RELEASE – 6/8/09
Australia and New Zealand press Pacific Island countries to start regional trade negotiations

At a meeting of Pacific leaders in Cairns today Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd and New Zealand Prime Minister John Key pressured Pacific island countries to agree to begin formal negotiations for a regional trade deal – PACER-Plus.
Earlier this week, Leaders from the Island nations told Australian media they were not ready to begin negotiations for a new deal with Australia and New Zealand, saying that more research and wider consultations were needed in each of the Pacific countries.

However today Australia and New Zealand managed to sway the Pacific leaders.
Pacific Network on Globalisation (PANG) Coordinator Maureen Penjueli, said today’s outcome showed that the Australian government in particular was prepared to undermine regional solidarity in the Pacific island countries to secure its own interests.  

“It’s no secret just how desperate the Australian government was to launch PACER-Plus this week,” said Ms Penjueli.  “They saw the launch of negotiations as the centerpiece of this Leaders’ meeting, and to not secure a commitment to negotiate from the Island countries would have been politically embarrassing.”

Adam Wolfenden, campaigner for the Australian Fair Trade and Investment Network (AFTINET) said any new free trade deal with the Island countries would be a bonus for Australian exporters and investors, and that the Australian government was keen to press ahead in order to lock the Pacific countries into negotiations for a WTO-Plus free trade agreement.
“What we’ve seen this week, is that Pacific Leaders clearly have concerns about the possible implications of PACER-Plus, but the Australian government has pulled out all stops to sweep those concerns under the carpet,” Mr Wolfenden said.
On Tuesday, Leaders of the Pacific members of the African, Caribbean and Pacific (PACP) group met to discuss PACER-Plus.  Chair of the PACP group, Niuen Premiere Toke Talagi, told journalists following the meeting that the Island countries were not ready to launch free trade negotiations with Australia and New Zealand.

“We must ensure that we get a good product before we launch, and not just launch for the sake of launching,” said Mr Talagi.  “There have been some reflections in some of the countries on whether we should increase the pace or not.  We agreed that we needed further time to consider the implications.  We need to carry out consultations before we proceed with the negotiations.  That’s the decision that has been taken this afternoon.”

A draft roadmap on PACER-Plus, prepared by the Solomon Islands government on behalf of the Pacific island countries, suggested that the Island countries would be ready to begin negotiations with Australia and New Zealand in 2013.

Solomon Islands Prime Minister, Dr Derek Sikua, told journalists this week that his country was not ready to launch negotiations.

“For countries like the Solomon islands, we need more time,” said Dr Sikua.  “we should not be rushed into any negotiations.  There is a clear roadmap.  Firstly, we want to set up the Office of the Chief Trade Advisor.  Following that, we should have our national consultations with civil societies, NGOs, the private sector and as many stakeholders as possible because they are going to be affected by this whole thing.”

Dr Sikua said that “politically, it will not be right for us to rush into negotiations without consultations taking place”.

Maureen Penjueli said it was clear that Pacific countries needed time for national consultations and research to be undertaken before entering formal PACER-Plus negotiations. By accepting the outcomes of the Forum Trade Ministers Meeting in Apia, leaders have failed to secure timelines for national consultation and research.
Adam Wolfenden said it was clear that Australia and New Zealand have demonstrated yet again that PACER-Plus will be negotiated on their terms.  
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