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Editorial: Free trade debate swamps election priorities

Most elections are about priorities. Each
person votes for the candidate or party that
gives priority to their particular interests,
However, the Liberals’ successiul stradegy
of making this election more of a referen-
dum on the free trade proposal has forced
many candidates for offive to ignore issues
such as defense policy, abortion, and the
Meech Lake Accord, which were consi-
dered priorities by Canadians before this
election was called.

So, what's the big deal about free trade?

Under the Free Trade Agreement (FTA)
Canadians would gradually gain freer
access to the American market over a
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of Canada’s major publishing houses are
subsidiaries of American companies, who
presently must conform 1o standards
which prescribe that schools must pur-
chase a specified amount of Canadian con-
tent for their curriculum. Under the FTA,
government regulations for either country
must not fayvour business of their own
nationality when it comes to the sale of
goods. This means thar under the FTA the
Canadian  government will no longer
enforce  Canadian content regulations
because that would give Canadian authors
and textbook manufactirers an unfair
advantage in a competitive market. The
potential exists that the more powerful
competitors in the market, i.e. American

: subsxdzanes in Canada will defmeihecon- .

ously endorsed by the federal g
and all provinces and territories state tha
1) the governments will act as trustees of
resources and exercise far-sighted leader-
ship in supporting sustainable economic
development and 2) In realizing this objec-
tive, governments must, from now on, use
environmental input in decison-making at
the highest level.

If the FTA is implemented, it will
become increasingly difficult for Canada
to continue on this road of environmental
responsibility.

Canadian subsidies and incentives pro-
mote environmental and resource manage-
ment such as acid rain abatement which,
under the FTA, could be seen by the US
Trade Law as an “‘unfair’ trading practice.
It is not yet clear what will be classified a
fair or unfair subsidy under the agreement
but over the next five to seven years nego-
tiators have agreed to develop common
rules to define subsidies and dumping
practices. In Canada, federal government
grants attempt to equalize regional dispar-
ity. Sysco in Cape Breton recieves millions
of dollars in federal grants which under the
FTA would probably be seen as an unfair
subsidy, as would reforestation grants
necessary for the continuation of our
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: almnsm in our society is reflec ed in our

Canadian social assistance programs such
as Medicare and subsidies to farmers give
an unfair economic advantage to Canadi-
ans and must therefore be eliminated.

Conservatives have argued that there is
nothing in the agreement that specifies
that social programs must bne eliminated.
However, a debate continued specifically
because there is nothing in the agreement
to guarantee that social programs will not
be eliminated. '

Much criticism of the deal has focused
on the inability of its creators to recognize
that money is not the sole means of achiey-
ing happiness, Competitiveness, individu-
ality and Ick of concern for others are
auuudes which have permeated American
culture, whereas the predominance of

. and lumber industry. Canadian
marketing boards which form the basis of
our agricultural industy could impose
quotas on US produce entering Canada
but with our shorter growing season,
transportation and energy costs, Canada
couldn’t compete with US prices.
Canada is rich in resources and has a
huge capacity for energy production.
Under the FT'A Canada is not compelled to
sell energy to the US but if we do we must
charge them the same price we charge
other provinces. Also, a contract would

bind Canadian company to continue pro-
v ldmg the US with a proportional amount
of energv even during times of shortage.
The Progressive Conservatives continue
to say that water is not for sale under the
FTA but under our own General Agree-

and we are suffering because of it. Without
the deal, they argue, Canada’s economic
potential will never be fully realized,

From either point of view, the FT'A has
given Canadians food for thought. As a
succession of polls has indicated, Canadi-
ans.are uneasy about the deal as they specu-
late on their future and the furure of their
country.

As grape gmwers in British Columbia
would willingly argue, [ree trade will
change the way we all run our lives. About
six weeks ago, Mulroney intoduced a $28
million compensation package for the
growers so that they may adjust 1o changes
it the market as a result of free trade. For

_ those who want to continue their lifestyle

in the grape industry, money will not
replace the culture they have perpetuated
and within which they have lived.
Regardless of whether local candidates
have tackled other issues in this eiccncm,

 free trade b s_:become a priority 1o which
~we should apply our ut 054 amemmn as

nada to the US are already under-
emier Robert Bourassa wants (o
mes Bay, convert it into a fresh-
Jake and export the water to the US.
FTA refers consistently to the “'har-
onization” of US and Canadian stand-
ards which would take place over several
years after the deal is implemented. Har-
monization will probably mean moving
towards the lowest common denominator
and lowering Canada's environmental
standards to meet those of the US. Canada
1s just beginning to get tough on the con-
trol of sulphur dioxide emmissions which
cause acid rain. Also, the Canadian Pest
Control Products Act which sets provi-
sions for licensed pesticides, emphasizes a
“safety” analysis as opposed to the US
“risk/benefit"" analysis. For example, the
US allows the use of the herbicide Lasso
because they feel its benefits outweigh its
risks. Lasso is banned in Canada because
tests prove that it is a probable carcinagen.

Obviously, there are questins yer 1o be
answered. It is the uncertainty in this deal
about subsidies, harmonization and access
to resources which threatens Canada’s

The deal says
Canada must
“harmonize” its
standards with
American ones.

environment,

David Suzuki, a canadian scientist who is
always on the lookout for our environmen-
tal future, poses an important question:
““The only way to find out what will really
happen is to try it - but should we?"




