
The Little Thlnas 

It’s the little things that mean the most in a relationship. 
Not the make of one’s car or the designer labels on one’s 
clothes, but a warm squeeze of the hand or a single, un- 
expected rose. The little things. And so it is with govem- 
ments. Don’t look at their big decisions, taken in the full 
glare of public attention. Look at the little things-the acts 
that never made it to the front page or the evening news. 
That is where you learn what you really want to know. 

Last March a little-noticed act of the Reagan adminis- 
tration removed a number of developing-country products 
from the list of imports allowed into the United States duty- 
free. Here was an administration that wooed an electorate 
in 1980 with promises of a return to the virtues of old- 
fashioned capitalism. Free-or at least freer-trade was 
the seductive slogan. Protectionists would learn the “magic 
of the marketplace.” But slogans are one thing, practice 
another. In fact, almost from its start this administration 
has been quietly adding to import barriers on a wide variety 
of products, from motorcycles to mushrooms. The March 
decision was unusual only in its cynicism. 

At issue was the so-called Generalized System of Pref- 
erences (GSP), first authorized in this country by the Trade 
Act of 1974. The history of GSP goes back a decade further 
to the first meeting of the United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development (UNCTAD) in 1964. Developing 
nations, exasperated by their inability to compete in inter- 
national trade on an equal basis with industrial countries, 
called for a general system of nonreciprocal tariff prefer- 
ences for their budding manufactured exports. The idea 
was to promote Third World industrialization by giving 
developing-nation producers a price advantage over other 
exporters, whose goods would continue to pay duty at nor- 
mal rates. Equal treatment of unequals, it was reasonably 
argued, was inherently discriminatory. What was needed 
was differentiated treatment of unequals to compensate for 
the disadvantages of a smaller scale and a later start. Tariff 
preferences, in effect, would provide a form of protection 
for the Third World’s “infant” industries. 

Not surprisingly, the initial reaction of the industrial 
countries was cool, with the United States the most firmly 
resistant of all. “NO way, Jod,” one can imagine Lyndon 
Johnson retorting. But gradually the merits of the proposal 
became clear. Not only was “trade,” in budgetary terms, 
cheaper than “aid” as a form of development assistance; it 
would also, through lower prices, benefit consumers in the 
importing countries. GSP was an idea whose time had come. 
In 1968, at the second session of UNCTAD, the United 
States formally joined with the other industrial countries in 
accepting the concept. Today, no fewer than twenty in- 
dustrial countries offer duty-free entry to selected exports 
of the Third World. 

Under the U.S. program GSP treatment is extended to 
more than three thousand products imported from 140 de- 
veloping nations and territories, with product coverage and 
country eligibility modified annually. The value of the im- 
ports affected approaches $1 1 billion, close to 4 per cent 
of total U.S. imports. The latest annual review has resulted 

in the removal of some $1.2 billion of imports from the 
list-the largest cut ever. For the first time since the pro- 
gram began, the value of excluded goods imported by the 
U.S. from GSP nations exceeds the value of imports ac- 
tually receiving GSP treatment. 

Why such a large cut? The answer is obvious: protec- 
tionist pressure. Most of the changes were the result of 
lobbying by U.S. producers and labor unions that were 
looking for an easy way to sustain domestic market shares 
and jobs. Among the items dropped were waterbed mat- 
tresses and liners from Taiwan and Mexico, which must 
now pay a duty of 2.4 per cent. The administration had 
received numerous petitions from the Waterbed Manufac- 
turers Association, representing a coalition of American 
producers, complaining of “unfair” foreign competition. 
Likewise, inexpensive fishing reels from South Korea must 
now pay a duty of 14.4 per cent because of pleas from a 
single company, Zebco, the last domestic producer of such 
items. Other affected products range from cast-iron pipe 
fittings to porcelain kitchenware, from air purifiers to drill- 
ing machines, from twelve-volt batteries to ignition wiring 
sets. From now on, $55 million worth of corned-beef im- 
ports from Brazil will be excluded, $21 million of leather 
products from Argentina, $125 million of assorted ma- 
chinery from Mexico, and $4 million of practical joke ar- 
ticles from Taiwan. (The irony of this last item was no 
doubt unintended.) Possibly the hardest cut to swallow was 
the $2 million worth of castor oil imports from India. 

Significantly, the countries most affected by these cuts 
include some of the most troubled debtors of the Third 
World, including Mexico and Brazil-nations that must 
export if they are to be able to pay even the interest on their 
foreign debts. At the level of rhetoric, the administration 
loudly proclaims its commitment to finding solutions to the 
debt problem. At the level of action, it merely makes the 
situation worse: To service their debts, debtors must pro- 
mote the competitiveness of their exports; as soon as they 
succeed, protectionist pressures cut them off from their 
markets. Catch 22. 

Of course the administration has an excuse-or so it says. 
Initially authorized for only ten years, the U.S. GSP pro- 
gram will expire next January, unless formally renewed by 
Congress. The administration has already proposed a ten- 
year extension, but during an election year-and at a time 
of soaring trade deficits-resistance on Capitol Hill could 
be stiff. So the administration cynically decided, in effect, 
to buy off the opposition with a little appeasement. Thus, 
in the name of freer trade, we have protectionism. 

Can anyone still believe that our present leaders are ded- 
icated to the magic of the marketplace? Forget the designer 
labels. This administration sends no roses. 
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DON’T MAKE A MOVE 

. . . without first notifying WORLDVIEW (six weeks 
in advance will ensure unintermpted delivery). Please 
send new address and an old mailing label to: WORLD- 
VIEW, P.O. Box 1935, Marion, Ohio 43305. 
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