
























































Green

economics

Buckman explains.

Basically Australia’s problem is that it has
a very large overseas debt which has
grown like topsy throughout the 1980s. In
June 1980 Australia’s foreign debt was
equal to 11.2 per cent of the nation’s Gross
Domestic Product (GDP — the value of
all goods and services we produce each
year) but in June 1987 our debt had
equaled 40.2 per cent of our GDP.

Australia is not alone when it comes
to foreign debts. Nearly every country in
the southern hemisphere has a large
foreign debt although few in the northern
hemisphere have the same problem. In
1988 the combined foreign debts of all the
debt-ridden nations in the world is
estimated to stand at $1.47 trillion, almost
exactly what the world spends on arms
each year. In terms of the relative burden
that our foreign debt interest payments
impose on our exports of goods and
services, we are a ‘middle order’ debtor,
bcin‘g worse off than some countries in
Africa and the Pacific but better off than
the infamous debtor countries in South
America like Brazil and Mexico.

We built up our debt in the first place
largely because we rely on raw materials
for most of our exports while most
imports are manufactured items. About
80 per cent of Australia’s exports are
minerals and rural produce with wheat,
wool, iron ore and coal accounting for
about 40 per cent. But about 70 per cent
of our imports are manufactured items

Rarely does a day go by these days when most of us don’t
choke on our corn flakes as we read of yet more bad
economic news: government spending is being reduced,
interest rates are staying high, real wages have fallen,
privatisation is on the march — the list goes on. We all know
Australia has an economic problem but few of us un_derstand
why. What is the cause of all this breakfast pain? Greg

like machinery, vehicles etc. In terms of
trade make-up, we are much like a Third
World country.

For several decades now most raw
materials have experienced a general
decline in export price, a disease that has
not affected manufactured items. Between
1960 and 1987 the prices of Australia’s
raw material exports compared to the
prices of our manufactured items have
fallen by an average of one per cent each
year. The main reasons for this decline
are:

e Increased efficiency around the world
in the use of raw materials and their
replacement by synthetics. Substances
like nylon have increasingly replaced
wool for instance.

e A global drift in spending away from
products that use lots of raw materials
towards services that use far less.
These days people are inclined to go

+  ona holiday or buy computer software
instead of a new car or refrigerator.

e New technology which allows many
countries to produce some of the raw
materials, like food stuffs, which they
previously imported. Raw materials
have also been cheaper and easier to
produce for export by using fertiliser
or new methods of discovering and
extracting minerals.

e Agricultural protectionism and

o Interest rates around the world in the

subsidisation, particularly by the

United States, Japan and countries in
Europe. In 1988 alone, subsidisation
by countries belonging to the OECD
is estimated to be $200 billion.

1980’s generally being set at much
higher levels then they were in
previous decades because many
countries have taken a new
determination to fight inflation ahead
of other economic woes. Higher
interest rates mean slower world
growth and a deceleration in the
world’s use of raw materials.

e Reduced imports and expanded raw
material exports by countries that are
trying to trade their way out of bad
foreign debt situations.

So our big foreign debt is the product
of a complicated web of economic factors.
Most of them are structural and are
probably here to stay. They will continue
to plague us in some form or another for
as long as we continue to rely on raw
material exports.

Over the past eighteen months some
raw material exports have risen quite
significantly which has eased Australia’s
debt situation. But anyeconomist worth
his or her salt won’t lay bets on raw
material export prices staying firm for
long, they could start to fall again at any
time. There have been warnings by the
Reserve Bank and the Federal Treasury
in the budget papers indicating that both
groups definitely do not expect the rises
in raw material prices to last. Current
speculation points to a new downturn in
the second half of 1989. If they do go

through new, significant falls, we'll
probably see a new round of high
inflation, high interest rates, a spiraling
foreign debt, falling living standards —
not to mention very desperate politicians.
It has been said that foreign debt
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problems have toppled more governments
around the world than the military.

By now you are no doubt asking
yourself why Australia simply doesn’t
start spending more on manufactured
exports. Great idea! But despite a number
of Government incentives and the benefit
of a lower Australian dollar, which is
meant to make our exports cheaper, there
are not yet truckloads of Australian
manufactured goods appearing on the
world market. And business investment
figures generally suggest that Australian
companies are much less excited about
investing in manufacturing industries than
in others like mining and finance.

Many economists just argue that it will
necessarily take a long time for the
Australian manufacturing locomotive to
get going and that we simply have to be
patient. But my money is on a different
argument that says it never will really get
going because Australia’s economy is too
small and vulnerable. The very
considerable logs which lie on the tracks
of Australian export manufacturing
include that fact that unlike big northern
hemisphere manufacturers, Australia,
manufacturers can only achieve a small
economy of scale with a relatively small
national market to draw upon and a lot
of potential investment capital in our new,
deregulated national economy is being
used for purely speculative purposes and
isn’t necessarily attracted towards
manufacturing. But the biggest log of all
is the fact that manufacturers often have
to import foreign machinery when they
are establishing themselves and the lower
Australian dollar as made these imports
more expensive. Our lower dollar was
meant to be a ‘shot in the arm’ for export
manufacturing but it may end up being
the biggest bogey.

Australia’s dollar was also meant to
make the rest of our exports cheaper and
therefore more competitive. The problem
with that strategy has been that many
other large raw material suppliers like
Canada, South Africa and Brazil, had
exactly the same idea and did the same
thing, making us comparatively no better

* off.

It all looks rather hopeless, doesn’t it?
Paul Keating doesn’t think so. His
economic strategy has been to expose the
Australian economy to as much foreign
competition as possible so that we
basically fight our way out of the mess.
Real macho stuff. He’s convinced that
deregulation and smaller government will
make Australia more dynamic and able
to take on all comers. Impressive to some
maybe. The problem is that earlier this
year Mr Keating admitted that Australia
would ‘cop it in the neck’ if raw material
exports prices began to fall again before
he had restructured the Australian
economy, that after all the pain we have
already endured we would probably be no
better off.

So where is the solution? Some
commentators have said that the global
debt problem of which Australia is a part,
is the first big social problem for which
left wing thinking has no solution.
Certainly on the Australian public stage
there is complete silence about a real
alternative to the government’s economic
direction. The only thing the major
parties disagree on is where the full stops
should go.

But this year has seen the first ripples
of some new political movements that are
neither ‘left’ nor ‘right’ which may end
up making a big splash with the offer of
real economic alternatives.

In 1987 a progressive national activist

CONVERT PLASTIC WASHING-UP BOTFHLES

SAQCIETY WANT A MAGHINE To

AND BEER CAN PULL-RINGS INTD
OVERGROWN BRIDLEPATHS ?

group called the Rainbow Alliance was
formed. The group includes a core of
people in Melbourne who throughout the
past twelve months have devoted a lot of
their energies to formulating a new
economiic strategy for Australia. In March
1988 they held a very successful
conference in Melbourne entitled
Remaking Australia where new economic
ideas were flagged and discussed. Shortly
afterwards they released a discussion
paper of their ideas. Some of the main
proposals in the paper were: the
introduction of a guaranteed adequate
income for the poorest 30 per cent of the
community, introduction of significant
regulation to curb imports and to control
capital flows, creation of a national
investment fund to facilitate the long term
restructuring of industry and a ten year
phasing in of full employment.

In Tasmania a group of people loosely
connected with the ‘green’ state
politicians, Gerry Bates and Bob Brown,
have also begun compiling a new
economic strategy for that state. The main
thrust of their thinking is to use higher
mineral, electricity and timber royalties
in a state that has always undersold its
resources to fund subsidised import
replacement and the government
stimulation of locally owned small
businesses. They are also talking about
special taxes for industries that pollute the
environment and withholding government
permission for new industries that are not
majority locally owned. These thoughts
are not necessarily the policies of Bob
Brown or Gerry Bates.

Both groups are in the early stages of
discussion and are some way away from
holding solid public positions on the
economy. The two most common threads
that run through both approaches are:
firstly an insistence that economic activity
be as compassionate towards people and
the environment as possible and secondly
that both local and national economies be
as self-reliant as possible — the antithesis
of Mr Keating’s argument that we should
get out there and fight like hell being as
internationally competitive as possible.

Yes, these two groups represent very
small seeds in a large and rocky field. But
nature is an extraordinarily resilient life-
force that may eventually produce a
healthy field of flowers just when the
Australian economy most needs cheering
up.

Greg Buckman lives in Tasmania and is
co-editor of the Tasmanian Green
Independent Quarterly magazine
Edgeways.
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Capitalism and the Countryside: The

rural crisis in Australia by Geoffrey
lawrence. Pluto Press, 1987. $19.95.

Reviewed by Roger Kemp

Driving through New South Wales along
the Newell Highway a friend and I
happened to stop in Dubbo for lunch.
From shop to shop we hopped hoping to
find something other then a pie or chips.
Impossible. This is one end of the
problem of capitalism and the countryside
— the quality of our food.

Meanwhile, elsewhere in Dubbo, the
National Party were having their national
conference. This is the other side of the
problem — the application of ‘liberal
economic theory’ to the problem of the
rural crisis, the idea that more of the same
of what caused the problem, will cure it.
Or so says Geoffrey Lawrence.
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To give an outline of Capitalism and
the Countryside is easy, just read out the

chapter tiles. Chapter One: Down on the

Farm, The Crisis of Australian
Agriculture. Chapter Two: The Social
and Environmental Impact of the Rural
Crisis. Chapter Three: Explaining the
Crisis, The Orthodox View, and so on.
It is a maryelous politico-economic
history of rural Australia.

It is difficult not to compare this book
with Sarah Sargent’s The Foodmakers
(1985). The Foodmakers concentrates on
agribusiness and the corporate farmers
and sees co-operatives as a solution to the
problems facing farmers, the idea of ‘co-
operation, not corporation’, the Namoi
Cotton Co-op in New South Wales being
a good example. Co-ops are run by
farmers and so look after the farmers
interests in a way that corporations don’t,
but still within the realms of capitalism.

Lawrence’s solution also involves co-
operatives, but supported by a socialist
state, a solution which he admits isn’t
quite feasible at the moment (imagine
convincing farmers to switch their
allegience from the National Farmers
Federation to the Socialoist Left of the
ALP!) and requires long term strategies.

The basis of his conclusions is that,
judging by the past, the free market will
not solve the problems it has created. He
explains why using a class analysis but
acknowledges the weakness of this
viewpoint — such as a limited ability to
bring environmental politics into
perspective.

Full marks must be given to Geoffrey
Lawrence. He goes a long way with his
analysis whilst admitting its problems. He
offers no magic solutions, except that a
lot of work needs to be done, particularly
in easing relations between the country
folk and the city folk — although
Lawrence mainly discusses the working
class in the city (Don’t the middle class
care about the quality of their food?) and

talks of ‘farmer-worker’ relations, and he
does admit that there may be support
from ‘smaller groups such as the ecology
movement, the environmental lobby, and
Aboriginal and Women’s groups’.
Overall, a very informative book with
a valid class analysis of the situation, and
one that admits to (most) of the
inadequacies of that perspective.

Roger Kemp lives in Brunswick,

Melbourne. Like everyone who eats, he .

is involved in food politics.

Thinking Like a Mountain — Towards

a council of all beings by John Seed,
Joanna Macy, Pat Fleming and Asne
Naess. Ilustrations by Dailan Pugh. New
Society Publishers, 1988. $15.

Reviewed by Richard C. Bingham

“To Hear Within Ourselves the Sound of
the Earth Crying’. This is the way to save
the Earth and ourselves by realising the
enlightenment within and without is the
balence to the threat of the accelerated
extinction of the environment. The series
of poems and expositions awakens the
reader to the power of returning to a
ritualistic reaffirmation of the essence of
the natural ecosystem, the interrelatedness
of all beings, with the need to explore the
degredation and destructive imbalences
that are corroding the purity of the Earth
like a disease. The nature poets can read
portents and refine a sense of awe at the
grandeur of the fusion with nature’s
breath, nature’s pure stream of continuous
growth, her beauty and the sacred
mysterious harmonic sites of Gaia.
John Seed has been traversing the
Earth with the message of Deep Ecology,
showing Earth First and Give Trees a
Chance in Europe, India and across
America. Dr Joanna Macy, author of
Despair and Empowerment, inspiration
from the writings of Arne Naess and

asistance from Pat Fleming created the
Council of All Beings ritual performed in
Australia, the USA and Canada. The
Rainforest Information Centre is waging
a the world wide struggle to save the
rainforest, with ever-increasing intensity
and support of those who see the forests
anfi enviroment almost sold out of
existence, forgetting the planets survival,
or that the gift of the green mantle may
be more ancient than humankind’s
contracts. The great loss of the forest is
contributing to the calamitous floods,
deserts and natural disasters now
happening.

A world moving group with these
techniques, these themes, games and
rituals; Despair and Empowerment, the
Gaia meditations, Self Realisation,
Evolutionary Remembering, the Coucil of
All Beings Workshop Rituals guidelines
may see a sudden vision, as described by
Arne Naess, of ¢ . . the immense variety

towards the richness and diversity of life,
through the profound cherishing of free
natural landscapes’.

An invocation to Gaia tells us to
‘awaken in us a sense of who we truly are:
tiny ephemeral blossoms on the Tree of
Life. Make the purpose and destiny of
that tree our own purpose and destiny.

‘Fill each of us with love for our own
true Self, which includes all of the
creatures and plants and landscapes of the
world. Fill us with a powerful urge for
the wellbeing and continual unfolding of

this Self.

of joy through increased sensitivity | [
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‘May we speak in all human councils
on behalf of the animals and plants and
landscapes of the Earth’

Dailan Pugh’s vision of forest and
fauqa, and poems from Gary Snyder and
Robinson Jefferies, and Chief Seattle’s
message make this book an inspiration for
a New Age, preserving the Earth for
future ages. Now being able to see the
plan of a planet’s survival in a world web
n.etwork. of groups practising these
ritualsfoir raising the planet to these
sudden realisations programmed in this

book.

Sri Richard is a member of the Nimbin
News collective.
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