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Trade
and the
Evolving
World
E.conomy

New technologies have
great potential payoffs,
but they require more
sophasticated forms of
social organization.
by Graciela Chichilnisky and

Geoffrey M. Heal 2 o

“There i3 no such thing as free trade in steel; what
we're trying to obtain is fair trade.”

This comment by the chairman of Armeo, Ine., made
during U.8.-European steel-export negotiations, seems
to capture a growing attitude among American busi-
ness leaders: although they do not like protectionism,
more and more of them are concluding that too many
countries are stacking the deck against American coms-
petitors.

The severe recession of 19%0-33 and its lngering
effects in certain regions and business sectors; unem-
plovment stuck at record-high levels; the decline of such
industries as steel and autos: all these have brought
pressure on leaders of industrial countres to protect
their industries from international competition.

Inthe 1.5, the high value of the dollar has added fuel
to protectionist fires, As fureign poods beeame less
expensive in dollar terms, they displaced domestic
wroods, leading Lo a large balance-of-trade defieit and to
turther pressures for protectionism.

In only a few cases have these protectionist responses
been the traditional tariffs or quotas. More often. there
have been informal agreements to restrict competition;
for example, voluntary restrictions on the number of
Japanese cars imported into the U.S. and UK., or the
suggested harmonization of prices of food exports from
Europe and the T[S, A United Nations report calls
these “measures of flexibie protection.”

What Does “Fair Trade™ Mean?

The phrase “fair trade” appears often in the current
free trade vs. protectionism rdebate, but so far it has not
been convineingly defined. There is only an intuitive
feeling that the market needs to be protected against
manipulation or unfair practices. In fact, expressions of
concern for fair trade are often little more than
attempts to pive a veneer of respectability to a protec-
tionist lobhy.
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" practices, which are viewed as subjecting other pro-

Underlying the rhetorie, however, are substantive
issues that deserve our attention. The range of policies
governments have used to intervene in markets has
expanded dramatically, and these measures do under-
mine competition. In addition to tariffs and quotas,
which are supposedly controlled by the General Agree-

- ment on Trade and Tariffs (GATT), there are export
" subsidies, regulatory policies which give an advantage
¥ to domestic firms, and indirect subsidies through sup-
port of R&D, to mention only a few. Calls for fair trade
often emerge in response to the proliferation of such

ducers to unfair competition.

We are used to measuring a country’s position in
the world market against two polar benchmarks: the
open or liberal economy, with nu trade restrictions
and with extensive participation in international
markets, and the closed economy, with trade
restrictions and minimal involve-
ment in trade.

But in the evolving world econ-
omy, this traditional dichotomy of
open and closed economies has lost
much of its meaning and is no longer
adequate. A country with a small
number of substantial but carefully
zelected trade restrictions may be
more active in world trade than one
with few or no restrictions.

Japan is the best example. It 1s 4
major plaver in world trade, but it
has stringent restrictions in certain
sectors, such as finance, Korea and
Taiwan are also leading export-
oriented economies, but, as the
economist Amartya Sen has noted,
no states cutside the Socialist bloc
have ever exercized as much eontrol

over their economic resources as these two countries.

On the other side, Chile, in the 1970s and early 1980s,
adopted an open trading policy, but it has not increased
its participation in international markets. More liberal
policies do not necessarily mean more trade.

There is another reason why the old liberal vs. pro-
tected distinetion is no longer particularly informative.
A free trading regime used to be associated with bal-
anced and efficient trade patterns; however, with the
emergence of new technologies, this association has
weakened. Protectionism does not provide the answer
here either. There is an obvious need for new concepts,
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and the interest in fair and orderly trade reflects this
need.

The Classical Argument for Free Trade
Reconsidered

Classical theories explain that trade arises from com-
parative advantages and leads to efficiency; everyvbody
does better when there is trade than where there is
none, according to this model.

Different countries or regions have different
resourees, or in the economists’ phrase, different factor
endowments—eapital, labor and other productive
inputs—and can thus produce goods at different costs.
If trade stems from such differenees, and the most effi-
cient producer of widgets or autos trades with the most
efficient produeer of shoes or machine tools, then every-
body is better off.

This model explains very well why the TS exports
food, while the UK. imports food: the U.S. has more
land and can produce at lower costs.

But the theorv of comparative advantages canmot
explain why Europe imports and the U.5. exports com-
puters and aireraft, or w hy Japan exports automaobiles
or eleetronics to other industrial countries. Such trade
has little to do with comparative advantages in the tra-
ditional zense; it has much more to do with who entered
the field first, whose R&D programs have been most
sutccessful, and who has managed to get costs down fur-
thest through mass production and the successtul
exploitation of economies of scale.

More can be said about competitive internatinnal
markets. The “invisible hand,” an informal term for the
process of market adjustment, leads, under appropri-
ate conditions, to prices at which markets clear —
where there is a buyer for every good to be sold at a
given price. [t also leads to an efficient distribution of
resources. This means that no other distribution of
resources can make somebody better off without some-
one else being worse off. Under certain conditions, effi-
cleney is also asspeiated with the macamization of
profits. Under the right cireumstances, no intervention
is needed to achieve all this; these are the natural out-
comeg of the free working of the market.

So where does fair trade fit into this? Fair trade usu-
ally means trading practices that are consistent with
competitive markets, leading to optimal outcomes.
Unfair competition typically refers to practices that
may hinder the achievement of optimal outcomes. For
example, low import prices, which are achieved by for-
eign governments’ intervention, are deemed to be artifi-
cial and to hinder the achievement of efficiency by
competitive markets.

Confusion arises because for certain imports—oil or
other extractive resources, for example—the problem
is the opposite: prices are too high, not too low. It is not
true that Japanese cars compete with domestic produe-
tion while QPEC oil does not. In both the U.8, and the
U.K., oil imports compete with domestic production; in
other industrial countries, oil competes with eoal and
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other domestic energy sources,

It seems clear, then, that fair competition cannot be
characterized only by the level of import prices. The
level of prices is but a “proxy"” for the main economic
concert: the appropriate functioning of markets. We
want the invisible hand to do its job. So the issue is not
free trade vs. protectionism; it is which trade policies
are conducive to market clearing and the efficient dis-
tribution of resources.

Efficient Trade and Economies of Scale
We noted (1) that under certain conditions the invisible
hand leads to trade balanee and to efficient allocation of
resourees; and (2) that classical theories of international
trade give a pood explanation of certain types of trade
(food, for example), but not of others (certain industrial
products). These two observations are related.

The invisible hand works well when businesses func-
tion with deecreasing returns to scale; that is, small-
scale production is as efficient {or more efficient) than
large-scale production. But the invisible hand does not
work when there are increasing returns to seale.

In fact, economies of scale are clearly sipnificant in
many fields important in international trade; indeed,
this is typically the case in precigely those areas where
traditional trade theory seems most lacking in explana-
tory power: the manufacture of computers, aireraft,
autos and electronies.

In all of these cases, there are reasons why large-
scale production leads to lower costs and to a break-
down of “invisible hand” arguments. The reasons may
be purely technological, or they may derive from the
high fixed costs of R&D, as in the case of computers, or
they may be partly managerial and organizational, as
with automobiles and the information industries. In
any event, classical trade theory assumes away all such
effects; this is a erucial step in its ability to derive the
well-lmown propositions about market clearing, effi-
ciency and gains from trade. The distortionary effects
and welfare losses associated with interventions in the
market, through tariffs and quotas, are also demon-
strated under the assumption of decreasing returns to
zcale,

When scale economies in production are taken into
account, the applicability of the classical theory is
greatly limited. If one admits increasing returns to
scale, the usnal conclugions about the gains from unre-
stricted trade and the working of the invisible hand
must be heavily qualified.

In partlcular a coneept of orderly trade emerges nat-
urally because there are conditions under which active &
management of trade flows is needed to ensure that jé
markets clear and that all countries gain. The mvlslble i
hand no longer suffices. i

In an international economy with inereasing returns,
all of the gains from free trade may accrue to just one
trading partner, the other partners possibly being net
losers. Active management of trade flows may be
required to assure market clearing and efficiency.




nagement of trade flows typically involves care-
y coordinated limits on imports or on exports, or
olves some mutually agreed-on and compensating
sfers from the gainer to the losers.
A framework emerges within which one can evaluate
ternative trade policies and find analytical equiva-
lents to such phrases as “undue market penetration” or
#unfair competition” Both of these phrases will still
refer to deviations from market clearing and efficiency,
' but the comparison now is with the efficient market-
clearing outcomes arising from managed trade, rather
“than from free competition.

It is important to differentiate between managed
trade and protectionism. The two terms are very differ-
ent, the former being a fur more constructive approach
to international economic relations. While protection-
ism prevents specialization and limits trade, managed
trade may in some cases encourage specialization and
allow trade to expand. To see this, it is helpful to look in
more detail at the working of the invisible hand in mar-
kets with economies of scale.

The Invisible Hand and Large-Scale Technologies
It is often overlooked that with scale economies in pro-
duction, there may be no price at which it is possible for
all partners to gain from trade, and for trade also to
balance. This is true even when prices are fully flexible
and markets perfectly competitive.

With scale economies in production, price adjust-
ments in response to market forces may never be able
to balance supply and demand.

The conelusion, then, is that to achieve gains from
trade and also balanee between supply and demand, we
may need a “visible hand”; the invisible hand (price
adjustments that follow supply and demand) is unable
to do this work adequately. The management of prices,
of trade flows, or of a combination of both, may be
needed to achieve efficiency and to clear markets at the
same time.

Consider two countries and two produced goods.
each manufactured under conditions of economies of
scale. Each eountry produces most efficiently hy spe-
adalizing in one good and meeting its needs for the other
by trade. If each country were to produce all of its
requirements for both products, there would be
smaller-scale and thus less-efficient production.

Productive efficiency requires specialization in trade,
each country exporting the good in which it specializes,
and importing the other. This familiar argument cer-
tainly applies to economies of scale; however, the argu-
ment neglects an important point.

We have looked so far only at the supply side of the
problem, rather than at oversll feasibility. From the
point of view of supply or productive efficiency, it would
be desirable to specialize and trade. But is this feasible?
Will there be a market for the goods thus produced”
This is a crucial question, Without such a market, pro-
ducers obviously cannot sell their products, and the
output levels, which are a priori productively efficient,
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