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Trade justice - by ‘freedom’ or by “fairness’

Thomas Wheeler looks at international trade from both sides of the ideological divide and
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International trade, acting as a gearbox i l i i
for modern economic prosperity, gives the

potential for people to lift themselves out of
poverty. Yet, despite living in an era of global
growth, poverty still plagues millions across
the world whom the benefits of trade have
left behind: 2.8 billion people still live on less
than $2 a day.

As the UK takes Presidency of the
European Union and hosts this summer’s
G8 summit in Gleneagles, calls to make
trade ‘fair’ are becoming louder than ever.
Amongst many others under the umbrella
group of the Trade Justice Movement,
organisations such as Oxfam and Christian
Aid have placed trade high on the agenda.
The trade debate has traditionally been
one in which ‘freedom’ and ‘fairness’ have
found themselves in opposition: typically the
stances respectfully of the Bretton Woods
organisations and the anti-globalisation
movement. Yet the Trade Justice Movement
arguably presents a paradigm shift in the
traditional trade debate, away from one of
free trade or protectionism.

The Trade Justice Movement recognises
that trade plays an important, and even
necessary, role in eradicating poverty
Although public advocacy of sustained
import-substitution and isolation is invisible,
major Western economies still adopt
elements of protectionism: for instance
EU farm subsidies and US steel tariffs. As
with the traditional free trade approach,
domestic and export subsidies, tariffs and
other such barriers to trade, have been
heavily condemned as unfairly undermining
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the ability of poorer nations to remove
themselves from poverty.

The debate presents itself now in how
global trade is best internationally managed.
Those advocating a ‘fairer’ trading system in

GM maize returns e ,'ﬂm;mmf,wl
‘We should extract oompensation from accldental " there wers “effonts to hush up and play down
illegal GM maize says Jon Mendel | the soandal onboth sides of the Atlanti™.
The US has been :llega]ly exporting a

lhmp-ev?ulymed(l.u 1204)tlm _-f. :
banned GM maize ﬂo Europe for the past

.four years, Nm The Indcpeﬁdenl‘..'l}hpt
: bmmae it contai

4 Land&Liberty




tks shall ne’er the twain meet?

fresh thinking

fact argue for a pro-poor ‘free’ trade regime.
It is not only argued that the contemporary
rules unfairly favour the wealthier nations,
but that complete free trade is far from just,
as the players are far from equal. Instead,
the argument goes, trade should be used as a
means not in itself, but as a tool to alleviate
poverty, with the poorest countries receiving
special treatment.

There is a modern notion that we are
in an age beyond political ideology. In a
globalised world that seemingly gets smaller
by the day, to advocate
protectionism and
economic isolation no
longer makes sense. It
seems the Henry George
free trade argument has
in some sense been won
- but not by free traders.

The Henry Geoge
Foundation has
launched a research
project which will
explore the areas and
their boundaries where
those advocating fair
trade are advocating
protectionism or
advocating free
trade. It will look
at whether pressure
groups have ultimately recognised the limits
of protectionism and moved on beyond
a classical position to create an entirely
new perspective on trade. Or, alternatively,
whether they have simply dressed their
language and direction of argument in order
to remove themselves from ideological
isolation and access what now presents itself
as the mainstream. The project questions
whether free trade is being critically and
constructively advocated, or entirely

ee trade being
critically and
constructively
advocated, or
entirely challenged
from what may

be exposed as

an essentially
protectionist

starting point?,,

challenged from what may be exposed as an
essentially protectionist starting point. Is the
Fair Trade movement even a coherent set of
ideas or simply incoherent dissidence?

For those who believe themselves to be free
traders it is of course of vital importance that
the fair trade argument is understood. If free
trade advocates are to enter the current debate
it is imperative that the fair trade argument
is not simply approached - or shrugged off
- as protectionism, but fully explored: it
would be unfortunate if alternative ideas
were simply lost in
miscomprehension
stemming from
ignorance.

The Foundation’s
project aims to
critically understand
what fair trade presents
to the trade paradigm
and where it stands
within it.

The project will
seek to provide the
fullest perspective of
the fair trade paradigm,
and a comprehensive
understanding of its
nature and relation
to free trade and
protectionism. L&L
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