Westminster Fringe debate

Organised by the Stockholm Network in association with The Economist
My Party Alone Understands the Proper Role of the Market (Summary): 

Chair: 

Bill Emmott, Editor-In Chief, The Economist
Speakers: 

Liam Byrne, MP (Lab.)

Adam Afriyie, PPC (Con.)

Chris Huhne, MEP/PPC (Lib.Dem.)

Rick Nye, Director, Populus

Bill Emmott (chair) introduced the topic of the debate and the speakers, and talked about the mutual dependence between the state and the market. The word market is no longer a “dirty word”, but the parties still disagree on its proper role.
Adam Afriyie
· People are happier when they are making decisions for themselves and have control over their own lives and the Conservatives trust people to live their lives the way they choose. 

· The Conservatives alone understands the proper role of the market because the party has the right people involved and have policies firmly grounded in the real world of business.   

· Throwing more money or people into a business will not miraculously save it (NHS: 30% increase in expenditure but only a 5% improvement in services).
· Conservatives instinctively understand that business principles must be introduced in the political environment, especially when it comes to public services.

· Labour doesn’t understand the market. They still have a command and control mentality and believe more regulation and higher taxes are the answers to any problem.

· The market has to be introduced to the management of public services. This will increase efficiency. Money should follow the patient, pupil, pensioner etc.

· Will everyone be forced to make choices if market mechanisms are introduced? No, only 1 in a 30 has to make a decision to create an efficient market.
(Later in the debate)

· What is the role of the market in higher education? One the one hand there is a public benefit from a highly educated work force, but there is also a private benefit in terms of higher salaries later (more tax revenue to the state) and individual satisfaction. These benefits must be balanced.
· What is the role of the market in health care? People might not understand the mechanisms of the market, but they do understand choice and they want more of it.
· What about the free movement of labour (immigration)? Good in principle, but puts heavy pressure on societies and welfare states. There has to be certain restrictions.

Liam Byrne
· Today it is Labour that best understands the market (even though it has taken us a while to get there). 

· The role of the market is to create wealth and Labour understands that. That is why there has been high growth, low inflation, and low unemployment under Labour government.

· It not just about business cycles and a bit of growth here and there, but rather about the challenge of securing continuous growth.

· The Conservatives proved their incapability when in power (economic recession).

· Labour focuses on institutions, investments and interdependence, which are all basic principles necessary to secure growth.
· The Lib.Dems are nice people who want to give more money to everyone, but unfortunately their figures don’t add up.
· The proper role of the market is to create wealth, to create jobs, and to secure decency for everyone, not just the few.

(Later in the debate)
· What is the role of the market in higher education? Education is essential for Britain as we compete in the value added sectors of the international economy. British universities need funding to compete internationally and it is only fair that people who benefit from higher education make a contribution.
· What is the role of the market in health care? More money must be spent on health care, but reform is also necessary. Choice must be introduced, but we have to be aware of information asymmetries (market failure). There are also enormous admin costs related to monitoring competition. 
· What is the role of the market in environmental issues? Labour is very dedicated to the environment and there is room both for the state and the market in dealing with environmental issues. 

Chris Huhne

· The Lib Dems are the only ones to have produced a fully costed programme and the figures do add up (IFS can verify it). 

· The Lib Dems are filled with economist who understands the market on a philosophical level that neither Labour nor the Conservatives do.

· It’s about freedom of choice not just in the economic spheres of life, but in all the other spheres as well. 

· The market is a global phenomenon. It’s not just about Britain, like the Conservatives like to think it is. 
· Europe is important and so is the rest of the world for the economy (trade, investments etc).
· We’re not market fundamentalists and understand that regulation is important. But there is a need for better regulation: checks and balances, the Dutch model. 

· Markets need institutions and international standards (GSM etc).

· Both Labour and Conservatives need to reconsider their “holy cows” such as their absolute support for higher education and disregard for vocational training. 
(Later in the debate)

· What is the role of the market in higher education? Labour seems to believe that only privileged people attend universities and are therefore able to pay high fees. The reality is that a lot of low-income people want to attend university, but are put off by the cost. University education should be a public good. 
· What is the proper role of the market in health care (are there any countries we could learn from)? There are enormous admin costs related to introducing more choice and competition in health care (i.e. the American model). The Danish model is a good alternative: tax funded and universal, but decentralised. This increases both efficiency and accountability.  
· What about the CAP? Things are getting better and progress is being made, but there is still a long way to go. Britain needs to take an active part in the EU to push forward reform (sign the Constitution).  
Rick Nye

· The British people in general don’t really understand numbers and figures.

· British people prefer uniformity of standards over diversity and institutional competition (including people who said they would vote for the Conservatives). 
