Australia-China Free Trade Agreement (FTA) Feasibility Study

By David Holly 

On 24 October 2003, Australian Trade Minister, Mark Vaile signed the Trade and Economic Framework with Chinese Vice Minister for Commerce, Yu Guangzhou in the presence of Prime Minister Howard and Chinese President Hu Jintao. This Framework sets the direction for the future development of the strong and rapidly expanding trade and economic relationship between Australia and China. 

The Framework includes a commitment to undertake a joint feasibility study by October 2005 into a possible FTA between Australia and China.

It is important to note that the Australia-China FTA feasibility study does not commit China and Australia to a free trade agreement. Rather, the study will present a basis upon which both governments can consider the benefits and costs of such an agreement prior to any decision being taken on the commencement of negotiations. 

Any decision to enter into FTA negotiations can be only be undertaken on the basis that both governments consider each other economic equals. Accordingly, the Australian Government would also be required to decide whether to recognise the Chinese economy as a market economy.

To take forward the two-year joint FTA feasibility study in Australia, the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade has established a China FTA Study Taskforce. It is the Taskforce's expectation that the feasibility study will:
· explore the benefits to Australian exporters and service suppliers from removing or reducing trade barriers with China; 

· be comprehensive, to ensure consistency with our multilateral trade obligations; 

· explore the potential gains of trade facilitation measures, such as cooperation in the movement of business people, customs procedures, technical standards and electronic commerce; and 

· examine any challenges or costs that a free trade agreement might involve.
An important resource and source of information for the China Free Trade Agreement Study Taskforce will be submissions from, and broad ranging discussions with, Australian companies and organisations in Australia and China. 

The day-to-day operations of Australian goods and services providers and investors in China provide great insights into the advantages and challenges of conducting these activities. Aggregated, these insights can assist in establishing priorities for, and enhancing knowledge of the benefits and costs of, bilateral trade liberalisation between Australia and China.

In this regard, the China Free Trade Agreement Study Taskforce would welcome submissions from industry association and its members, and other interested parties, particularly in relation to concerns over trade barriers. The Taskforce can be contacted through the following web address: chinafta@dfat.gov.au 
