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Australia's trade relationship with China, especially in the context of wine exports,
stands at a pivotal crossroads. Australian Trade Minister Don Farrell's forthcoming
speech to the Australia-China Business Council in Canberra highlights the "significant
risks" of relying too much on a single customer. This cautionary note comes at a time



when a World Trade Organization (WTO) ruling on a dispute involving wine tariffs
between the two nations is expected to be released soon.

The relations between Australia and China have been tense since 2020, when China
imposed trade barriers on a host of Australian exports in the middle of a diplomatic
row. This trade dispute has not only affected wine but also other industries such as live
lobster and red meat.

Last year, Australia lodged a formal complaint at the WTO against China's tariffs on
Australian wine, which had peaked at an astonishing A$1.2 billion for the 12 months
leading up to January 2020. Until that point, China had been Australia's top wine export
market.

As part of the WTO dispute-resolution system, the initial report on the case is shared
with both parties involved before being made public three weeks later. During this
period, officials are prohibited from commenting publicly on the report.

According to Trade Minister Don Farrell, Australia would have preferred direct
negotiations with China over this issue, similar to how the barley dispute was resolved.
In that situation, Australia suspended its WTO complaint after a dispute panel was due
to report its findings, allowing China to review and ultimately remove the 80.5% duties
imposed in 2020.

The speech by Don Farrell aims to emphasize the economic importance of
diversification for Australian businesses. According to him, trade impediments still exist
on around A$2 billion in exports to China. While this is down from the peak of A$20
billion at the height of the diplomatic row, the barriers are still substantial enough to
warrant attention.

In a related development, Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese has announced
plans to visit China later this year. This would mark the first visit by an Australian
leader since 2016. His optimism about a "breakthrough" in the dispute comes as a
glimmer of hope for the strained relations between the two countries.



The visit is seen as an opportunity for direct dialogue and could play a crucial role in
shaping the future course of trade relationships. Albanese's visit may provide the
impetus for new negotiations and discussions aimed at resolving the ongoing issues.

As Australia awaits the WTO's ruling, the push for market diversification and cautious
optimism surrounding the Prime Minister's upcoming visit to China mark significant
steps. The resolution of this dispute will have broad implications, not just for the wine
industry but for Australia's global trade landscape.

 


