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Dear Madam/ Sir,  

Both the GATS and the US Free Trade Agreement will have immense and long term implications for the cohesion, the equity and the democracy of Australian society.

The first aspect of the GATS is ownership, with the likelihood that when public services are privatisated, this will be effectively irreversible. (the ratchet effect of the agreement)

Privatisation has many implications on many levels. Here I’ve outlined some of the less obvious consequences:

Government services are unique in the workplace because they allow some kind of democracy and autonomy for workers (eg academics have some freedom over what they teach). When services become oriented towards profitability, universities and health providers etc change towards becoming more hierarchical. This is regressive for the personal development of workers, because they must be more subservient to a boss and compete to survive.  Educational institutions become less about the intrinsic value and empowerment of education and more about processing numbers of people.

When profit is the aim for community service institutions, the human side of engagement is often lost. It is easy for these to become faceless bureaucracies that process marginalised people like commodities. Almost all services are important for beneficiaries. Their interpersonal dimension has a significant effect upon the cohesion in society, eg childcare providers, healthcare, municipal services, prisons etc.

Regulation is another important aspect of democracy that will be undermined through the GATS.

The democratic regulation of services by government (even when it interferes with trade) is important because services are not automatically good quality if a company simply self- regulates. Qualification standards and licensing requirements need to be mediated by government regardless of whether they are ‘burdensome’ to corporations.

Environmental regulations often conflict with trade because a growth economy often depends upon accelerated ‘resource extraction’. In the US, environmental regulations have been challenged as ‘barriers to trade’.  Under MFN, Australia could not favour imports that are produced sustainably over imports that have destructive consequences. Environmentally- motivated interventions into trade are important because they check the acceleration of destruction and provide standards for companies to comply with.

Perhaps most worrying about the US FTA is the possibility that an equivalent to NAFTA chapter 11 could be incorporated in the investment provisions. This will allow corporations to sue our government for interfering with current or future profits. The possibilities for prosecution under this are virtually limitless, effectively handing democracy over to corporations and the unelected disputes panel.

The public hardly know about these agreements, and in ten years time, they will all realise what only those with specialist knowledge know only too well now.

I demand that the process of negotiation be stopped until the public can democratically decide whether or not it is wise to surrender our democracy.

Yours Faithfully

Anne O’Brien
