
You’ve heard about the Trans Pacific Partnership but not so
much about the United Nations’ Sustainable Development
Goals. The Trans Pacific Partnership terms are restrictions for
the benefit of multinational corporations. The United Nations’
Sustainable Development Goals are aspirations for human
society on this planet (see page 8).  

A Revealing Comparison
While both were created through multinational negotiations,
including some of the same nations, during the same time
period (concluding in mid-2015), the two agreements are in
stark contrast, in scope and scale. 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) started with the

UN conference in Rio de Janiero in 2012, and the Trans Pacific
Partnership (TPP) started on the sidelines of an APEC
(Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation) forum in
Honolulu in November 2011. 
The SDGs are concerned with improvements in

the human condition, from poverty and health to
environment, institutions, and democracy. The
TPP is concerned with improvements in corporate
profitability, from trade and investment to patents
and regulations.
Sustainable Development Goals -

True Global Scope
The SDGs were negotiated in thirteen sessions of an Open
Working Group of the UN, and agreed on by 192 UN member
states. They were guided by the requirement to write goals that
are ‘action oriented, concise and easy to communicate, limited
in number, aspirational, global in nature, universally applicable
to all countries, while taking into account different national
realities, capacities and levels of development and respecting
national policies and priorities’.
Quite a tall order, you might think. Particularly for the entire

world, and especially recognizing unique national
circumstances. But ‘aspirational’: the 17 goals that were agreed
upon are hopes, targets to be aimed at, many of them quite
specific in their measurability. 
They are not laws or regulations, but neither are they a mere

‘wish list’. They embody a clear-eyed view of the future,
particularly for the next fifteen years, until 2030. They can guide
humankind in shaping our legacy for a generation which is just
now being born.

They are clearly published in several languages. In their
English version, they have their fair share of ambiguities, of
euphemisms, of fuzzy language. They contain a mixture of pure
goals, without specific means of achievement; and goals which
propose processes with vaguely specified results. But some
sections clearly set out both targets and how the world may
achieve them.
One may conclude that this mixture reflects the historical

pattern of human progress.
‘All About Us’ Scope of Trans Pacific

Partnership
On the other hand, the TPP does not attempt to set out its

ambitions for the human condition. It starts from
the assumption that the world is the better for
free market capitalism, unfettered
international trade and investment, and
deregulation. With an implicit idea that
everything else will take care of itself.
That is, part of the world will be better

for it. Because, of course, Trans Pacific
Partnership, grand though it may sound,
is limited to just twelve nations out of some

forty with Pacific Ocean shores, selected for a
variety of economic and political reasons, some

not apparent.
However its scope actually appears even more limited; it

seems self-evident that its intent is to make these nations a safe
playing field for US-centric multinational corporations. 
China and Russia, both members of APEC, are not included,

despite their undoubted economic significance. Only Chile and
Peru are included from South America. Canada, the US, and
Mexico are included, possibly reflecting a desire to renegotiate
some of the terms of NAFTA, which is now twenty years old. But
nations with underdeveloped economies or markets are
excluded.

The Products It’s About
All trade and investment agreements are defined, not only by
who is included, but who, or what, is not. In the case of the TPP,
there is an astonishing emphasis on special regulatory privileges
and protections for pharmaceuticals, for cosmetics, for textiles,
for ‘prepackaged foods and food additives’; and for the
regulatory protection of new areas of trade, such as electronic
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‘These two
agreements, then,

provide a remarkably clear
illustration of the global

conflict between the public
interest and the

protection of private
profits. ’



commerce, and financial services.
Transparent Goals, Secret Aims 

Here lies another major difference. The SDGs are published; the
TPP is anything but transparent, its text has not yet been made
public. 
A few partial drafts have been published by the espionage

leak website WikiLeaks, but they may be out-of-date or
represent particular bargaining positions. Even now, with
‘agreement’ announced by Canada’s government, it is unclear
what has been agreed to. 
The TPP negotiations have been surrounded by secrecy,

although it does appear that the industries and corporations
concerned have had continuing access to negotiators and texts.
The text is now said to be under legal review.
(A similar ‘agreement’ on CETA, the Comprehensive

Economic and Trade Agreement between Canada and the
European Union, was announced some time ago, but is still
subject to legal ‘scrubbing’, review, and of course, ratification.)

Legal Clarity
The TPP is, of course, intended to be legally binding, unlike the
SDGs. This does mean that legal clarity is a necessity. So it is
particularly disturbing that much of the TPP ‘fine print’ is
contained in numerous ‘annexes’ dealing with particular
exclusions from the general terms, or ‘side agreements’ between
various nations. 
It appears that there may be a number of provisions that

would require changes in legislation to ensure that domestic
laws align with standards set by the TPP, or with current US law.
Copyright and patent laws may be vulnerable to this, but at the
moment we only have rumours and leaks.
The SDGs and Economic Development
A reading of the complete SDGs makes it perfectly clear that
they embody the assumptions that the existing world economic
systems will continue. Goal 8, for example, reads ‘Promote
sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and
productive employment and decent work for all.’ Goal 9 reads
‘Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable
industrialization and foster innovation.’
The clear implication of these two goals, and others, is that

the betterment of the human condition is expected to come
through continued transition into an industrial, and necessarily
trading, economy. The details emphasize the benefits, and avoid
the disadvantages, of ‘economic development’, with
considerable emphasis on ‘least developed countries’.
On the other hand, the TPP is not much concerned with least

developed countries. Its emphasis is to ensure all TPP Parties
(nations) will emerge as ‘more prosperous societies with strong
markets’. Other nations? Maybe not so much.

Pharmaceuticals 
One area of potential conflict between these two documents lies
in the area of pharmaceuticals and ‘medical devices’.

Pharmaceutical companies expend large amounts of money in
researching, inventing, testing, obtaining national approvals,
marketing and distributing these. Their profit model calls for
setting high prices in their early marketing, and initial selling in
nations where there is sufficient wealth (and need) to ensure
good profits and a quick return of their considerable front end
costs.
But manufacturers of generic medications are quick to jump

in whenever patent protection for brand-name drugs expires.
So it is important for brand-name pharmaceutical companies
to maintain patent protection as long as possible in all the
markets in which they sell. It is clear that this became a major
issue in TPP negotiations, for many less developed nations can
only afford generic medications, yet they may have just as much
need.
The SDG health and well-being goals express this need. The

TPP’s drug patent provisions conflict with it.
Dispute Settlement

The TPP includes, as do most trade and investment agreements
between nations, a provision for arbitration, then mediation,
then hearings in a process known as ‘Investor-State Dispute
Settlement’ (ISDS). This court-like procedure enables a foreign
corporation to avoid a national justice system completely, and
initiate a claim against a nation for investments or profits
purportedly lost because the host government has passed
legislation, or enforced regulations, which affect the
corporation’s activities. 
The ‘chill’ of such potential claims challenges the sovereignty

of nations, and their willingness to legislate in their public
interest. Or their ability to take measures in pursuit of the SDGs.
The amount of money claimed can be considerable, and such

judgements are enforceable. It is interesting that a specific TPP
provision appears to block tobacco companies from using ISDS
to claim lost profits from anti-smoking legislation, as in
Australia.

Conflict
The TPP does have economic and political goals, though they
are not clearly identified. It could be accused of ‘cherry-picking’
its Parties (nations) to suit them. Additionally, certain industries
and corporations, which see potential benefit from legal, and
sometimes monopoly, protection throughout the Pacific Rim
nations in which they operate have taken the opportunity of the
TPP to ensure legal protection for their position everywhere.
The SDGs, on the other hand, do not have any legal status,

but do carry the cachet of global political legitimacy. They
assume world economic structure as it is now, and hope to use
it to improve human rights and living standards everywhere.
These two agreements, then, provide a remarkably clear

illustration of the global conflict between the public interest and
the protection of private profits. 0
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