[HE WEST has been mean towards
Russia over financial aid, but even more
serious has been the reluctance to
open up the markets to Russian goods.
Free trade for Russia would do far
more to facilitate the switch toamarket
economy than the infusion of dollars
that add to inflaton.

But there's the rub: Europe, in
particular, is keen not to underwrite
reindustrialisation of Russia at the
expense of her own industries. Which
is why the EEC is dragging its heels
over President Boris Yeltsin’s demand
for greater access to Europe’s con-
SUMCeErs.

This contradiction in global
policyreflects a general hypocricy
towards free trade.

Bringing down the trade barriers
would make the world richer. The
World Bank estimates that the loss of
income due to existing protectionist
measuresismind-boggling-about $477
bn. by the year 2,002, which is the
additional value that would be gener-
ated if all distortions associated with
protectionism (subsidies and tariffs)
wCerc I'(’.]l}i)\'(fd.

So the prize of truly free trade is
a great one. Yet the world’s trading
nations may still not be able to con-
clude a General Agreement on Tariffs
and Trade deal by Dec.15.

A new study by the World Bank
and OECD calculates the benefits if
there was just a 30% removal of tariffs
and subsidies. In agriculture alone,
the gains for OECD countries would
be $120 bn; for the developing and
former Soviet countries, the gains
would be $70 bn. For manufactured
goods, the total gainswould be $23 bn.

These numbers reflect the enor-
mous constraint on the freedom of
people around the world to produce
asmuch wealth as they would like. The
World Bank has not produced an
estimate of the millions of jobs that
would be available, if people were free
to trade as they will,

THE POORER countries of the Third
World would have the most to lose
from free trade. Yet they have made
constructive contributions to the Uru-
guay Round of talks, even though their
farmers would be at a further disad-
vantage, when confronted by the power
of the food exporting economies of
Europe and North America.

France in particular is not satis-

by Peter Poole

fied. She threatens to block the GATT
agreement unless her subsidised farm
goodsare offered even greater protec-
tion. The US government has refused
to be intimidated, and so the future
of GATT hangs in the balance.

If the GATT deal is not struck, it
would not be “business as usual”. The
global implications are alarming.

* According to the world’s three
most powerful monetary officials - the
heads of the IMF, the World Bank and
GATT - the failure would fuel a “rising
wave of protectionism”. One result,
they warn, would be to jeopardise the
efforts of East European countries to
shift towards democracy.

e Political unity of the EEC is also
likely to be jeopardised. France threat-
ened that if she did notsecure a better
deal for her rent-seeking farmers, she
would exercise a veto to block future
European activity. Britain retaliated
by warning that she would do exactly
the same if France succeeds!

¢ The world financial system would
also be at risk, for the Third World
debt continues to pose serious prob-
lems. How are debtor countries sup-
posed to pay, if they cannot expand
their exports on the world markets?

If France proves that it pays to be
bloody minded, the United States is
likely to fall prey to the protectionists.

The winner would be billionaire
Ross Perot, the would-be president
whois twisting statistics toargue against
freer trade between the US/Mexico/
Canada. The US economy already
suffers from severe distortions to trade:

* Since Bill Clinton took office,
the US has imposed new textile im-
port quotas on more than 15 nations;

® Thisyear, US taxpayerswill hand
over $2 bn as federal subsidises to
wheat producers this year.

A GATT failure would lead to
mutual trade recriminations in which
everyone loses. Except, of course, the
owners of French farmland.
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can be handed over to banks by en-
trepreneurs who want to borrow
money. This betrays a serious misun-
derstanding of the fundamental influ-
ence exercised by the tax system on
people’s lives. It is too important to
be treated as an afterthought. For sen-
sible answers cannot be given to these
kinds of issues, until the system of
public revenue has first been defined:

* In which localities should the
entrepreneurinvest? Andinwhatkinds
of enterprises? How should the most
valuable sites in a town be used? In-
centivesthatencourage risk-taking and
innovation cannot be designed with-
out first identifying the principles on
which the revenue-raising system is to
be founded.

e The economics ministry in
Moscow says that Russia needs $30-
50bn ayear in foreign investmentuntil

the end of the century, to help revive
the economy: will the tax system
encourage foreigners to take risks in
Russia?

¢ Should Russians work for wages,
or does taxation encourage entrepre-
neurial activity? Should people create
wealth, or would they make more
money as speculators?

* How can a society redefine its
relationship with its natural habitat
(as Russia needs to do) without first
taking taxation into account?

Boris Fyodorov, the deputy prime
minister of finance, is now working on
a tax plan to devolve taxation powers
to the regions and republics. Presi-
dent Yeltsin hopes to use the public
revenue route to satisfy the need for
local autonomy. The cities now have
their own plan to put to the president.
The political realities might yet save
the day for Russia.
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