The match between Brown and
Cameron will go to penalties

Irwin Stelzer says that the sharp policy distinctions of the past
are no more, but that the choice ahead of the voters is still
one to relish. This is his audit of the scores so far

olitics is about choices, 1t is not

about wishes, for wishing won't
~  make it so. The Blairites might

wish that a Fformidable chal-
L lenger to Gordon Brown would
emerge in the next year, but none will. The
Brownites might wish that they could pass
their man off as the very model of a mod-
ern Englishman, his income redistribution
programme complete, but they can’t, The
Tories might wish their man harboured
purely Thatcherite instinets, but he does-
n't. And the Lib Dems might wish ...
well, for something,

Neither Brown nor Cameron offers the
clear alternative to the status quo that
Margaret Thatcher and, later, Tony Blair
offercd.  Thatcher, not  immediatcly but
eventually, said that those who saw nathing
but further decline in Britain’s future were
wrong, and proved it by re-ordering the rela-
tionship between the government and the
tracle unions, and between the state and the
privite sector. Blair offered a clean break
with Labour's goal of controlling the com-
manding heighis of the economy by aban-
doning Clause 4 and its commitment 1o the
nationalisation of major industries, and with

a tax regime that surely would have brought |

the nation to ruin. Later, o muoch later
perhaps, he bravely resisted the opposition
of his Chancellor and many in his party o
put an offer a reform of the welfare state
that passcs control of service quality from
producers  (teachers, hospital administra-
1ors) to consumers of those services.

The fact is that voters will have to choose
between the imperfect instruments that will
b on offer in a world in which the sharp
policy distinetions that prevailed in the early
days of the Thaicher and Blair eras no
longer exist, Gordon Brown is the man
who has done much to produce a growing
economy, with full employment and nil
inflation. But he is also the man who has
expanded the public secior without even a
pretence of reforming ii; who ceaselessly
trolls the complex tax structure in a hunt
for new and worse retroactive 1ax increascs
to heap upon a groaning middic class in
order to fund the state’s expansion and his
redistributionist proclivities.

David Cameron is the man who has suc-
ceeded where his post-Thatcher successors
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hawve failed. He is getting the Tories, if not
vet loved, at least listened to by an elec-
torate that plogged its ears when William
Hague, [ain Duncan Smith and Michacl
Howard spoke of lower taxes, lighter immi-
aration laws, and a tovgher policy towards
criminals, As the Suwnday Telegraph put it,
“‘Inch by inch, he is dragging his party into

| the warm sunshine of credibility,”

But he is also the man who might, just
might, find a sorl of patronising nannyism
irresistible, and make the state ntrude
where even New Labour feared to tread.
Mo more chocolale oranges; new standards
of corporate behaviowr that exceed anything
set down by Parlinment or by regulatory
authorities; povernment  responsibility not
only o maintain an economy thal can
improve material standards of living, but to
produce Greater Well Being and happiness
for one and all. And increased funding for an
already overblown public sector, populated
entirely by selfless public servants who cannot
efficiently use the money showered on it by
Ciordon Brown.,

So whal's a poor voter to do? One possi-
hility is 1o wish a plague on both their hous-
es and stay away from the polls. This is not
an irresponsible act, but a statement that
both goods on offer are unsatisfactory. It
creates a clear incentive for both parties to
spend time fguring out how to ure the dis-
affected back into the voting booths next
time around by competently implementing
policies that voters find atiractive,

If that option scems oo, well, anti-demo-
cratic, then it becomes necessary to make

some informed pucsses. Both Brown and
Cameron are promising o expand the stale,
When Cameron pledges to devole a portion
of the nation's increasing income o the
public sector, Brown atiacks him for short-
changing the public services. So the choice
on this issue is between the Tories, who will
reserve purl of Britain's growing wealth for
debt reduction and tax relicf, probably in
thai order, and Labour, whose incoming
leader thinks that such a hold-back consti-
tutes starvation of the public sector, That is,
after all, the only conclusion possible when
Brown mistabels Cameron’s slower increase
in spending as an actual cuf in such spend-
ing — which il is, but only from the cver-
higher level the Chancellor has in mind,

S0 Brown will spend and tax more than
Cameron. Mot necessarily (although in my
view most Lkely) a bad thing, if accompa-
nicd by reforms that deliver valve for
money and prevent the state from over-
whelming the individual. And Brown will
not be writing on a clean slate: he will find it
difficult to undao all the reforms Blair has
wrought. But experience proves that reform
is not his first priority, and suggests that he
will hesitate to push reform further, since
he has less faith than Blair in the ability of
the individual to make healtheare and edu-
cation decisions for himsell. And surély no
one believes that Brown will feel bound by a
pension reform plan extracted from him by
Blair, but to be implemented in the distani
future, and then only il he decides that
financial circumstances permit. Surcly no
one belicves that Gordon Brown will end
the steady ratcheting up of taxes, cease
adding complexity to the svsiem of taxation,
or abandon credits and other devices thal
are at the core of his desire to move wealth
from south to north, and from high- and
middle-earners to those he deems more
worthy. And surely no one believes that he
will suddenly find the management skills 1o
run a Britain that is awash with criminals
wha should be in the jails he has refused to
fund, enduring a tax-credit fiasco largely of
his making, and mired in a pensions crisis
partly of his making.

If, as seems more and more possible,
Brown s succceded by Cameron at the
next general election, there is a danger that
the Opposition leader's quest for Greater
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Well Being will be reflecied in workplace
rules that raise costs just as the economy is
threatened by low-cost competition from
China and Eastern Europe. After all, like
Brown, he has never been at the hard edge
of wealth creation, unless vou count his
experience as a public relations practition-
er. in which it should be noted he did
recognise that withoul paid  advertising
there would be little independent program-
ming. The implications for the level of
competence that his largely inexperienced
team will bring to the various ministries are
unpleasant to contemplate. Finally, there is
real resson 0 worry that Cameron will
prove unable (o rise above the political cor-
recingss that, among other things, sets
diversity above merit when it comes o
selecting candidates for Parliament,

My own guess s that Cameron will not veer
into nanwyism. He seems to be groping for
the space between laws and regulations on the
one hand and decent individual and corporate
behaviow on the other. That space, which
Brown s faclined o 6l with regulations,
Cameron would prefer to see Glled by individ-
ual actions — personal, corporate and civice. 1
a bit of preaching from what Teddy Roosevelt
called ‘the bully pulpit’ available 1o national
leaders is necded, so be 1. So fong as he does-
o't cross the line between legitimate exhorta-
tion and irvialised nannyvism (his successhul
witr on chiocolate oranges being a prime exam-
ple of the latter), Cameron offers a less intru-
sive and mighty stale than the one Brown pro-
poses for Britain's fulure — more precisely, tor
England’s future, Scotland already being far
down that road.

Then there are the twin issues of crime and
immigration. Drown has demonstrated his
pricmity by starving the Home Office of funds
after what one official told me were “disous-
sioms between the Home Offee and the
Treasury”, Those discussions resulted inoa
freeze {in real terms) of Home Office fund-
ing, and a capping of prison places at 80,000,
1t is that cap that has forced the carly releases
that have done so much o create the mean
strects of many English neighbourhoods, and

last week prompied the Commons public
accounts committee to call for the emergency
construction of more prisons.

Whether Cameron will move  crimi-
fighting up the priority list 15 uncertain, but
it is more rather than less likely, since his
party is viscerally less sympathelic 10 per-
petrators, and less concerned even than
Tony Blair about adding o the woes of
criminals with unfortupate upbringings.
Will he go so far as to repeal the Human
Rights Act, which iy, after all, the reason
that any pledges to deport illegal alicns are
mere talk? Probably not. Stll, for anyone
concerned aboul crime, and with elevating
safety concerns over those of the “rights” of
illegal aliens, the Tories are a better bet
| than a Labour team composed of a prime
{ minister who, as chancellor, didn’t think
this an area worth spending money on, and
backbenchers, many of whom see the
palice as racists and criminals as the unfor-
tunate victims of circumstance,

O the environment, both men are vving
1o gain ftitle to the greemest of the green,
| Brown hus his climate change levy. which is
| more about the Chancellor's restless search
for revenue than about greenhouse gas emis-
siong — witness the fact that i is levied on
non-polluting nuclear power. Cameron has
offered a serics of bizarre stunls {windmills
on your rool, biking to work with a irailing
mingsterial car) and sensible proposals (a
combination of targets and markel incentives
to encourage switching from petrol), butl we
will have to see just how muoch economic
growwth he will be willing to saerifice on the
altar of environmentalisar, should the need
for such a trade-off become apparent. Brown
his decided w live with Blair's decision o
favour the consttuction of costly nuchear
plants, not the most efficient way o increase
electricity  output while reducing  carbon
emissions. Cameron, whose backbenchers
are more pro-nuchear than Brown's, is never-
| theless more seeplical about providing tax-
pavers” money for an industry unwilling to
commit its own capital withoul promises of
substantiul subsidies: he remains open 1o

The Blairs

arguments that there might be more cost-
effective ways of meeting both environmen-
tal and energy security needs. Since a signifi-
cant portion of the cosis associated with
nuclear come at the tail-end of the lives of
these plants, when both Brown and
Cameron will be dozing in the House of
Lords, or worse, the attraction of the
nuclear option for politicians i5 that they can
favour it now and leave it to their successors
to bear the final costs. It will be interesting
to see which man avoids thal tempiation.

A final thought about domestic policy.
Cameron will operate under an imperative
and a constraint that will be absent in the
case of Brown: the healthcare, education
and other domestic policies he may pro-
pose will directly affect s constifuents.
Brown will be developing programmes that
will have no etfect on the Seots living in the
constituency that sent lim to Parliament.
That lack of direct democratic accountabil-
ity is a worrying feature of what Andrew
Meil has called ‘the Scottish Raj'.

Which brings wus 1o foreign  policy,
Conservatives  should  daily  bless  the
Chancellor for having kept Britain out of
the euro, which as prime minisicr he will
continue (o do, After all, he has not waited
this long to get his hands on the levers of
power in order to cede & brge portion of it
to the Buropean Central Bank. Volers owe
him a vote of thanks. But Cameron will not
reverse that policy, so sterling is sale in the
hands of both men. But here Brown has an
edge: his credibility in the world's financial
community far excecds thal of George
Dshoroe, and will be a valuable assel in any
financial crisis that threatens a run on ster-
ling, That edge. however, must be weighed
against the consequences of the inevitable
weakening of Britain's compefitive position
as s indwostry finds it increasingly difficult
o hear the burden of taxation, regulation,
and governmental micromanagement L
are Brown's weapons of choice,

With sterling safe in either man’s hands,
the differences between the prospective
PMs come down to two. Brown has a driv-
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ing desire to cxtend his distributionist pro-
grammes to the international scene, and |
those who feel that Africa should be a top
priority for British taxpayvers will see him
as their man. Others will think that past
schemes to provide aid to these kleptocra-
cies have done little to relieve the plight of
that continent’s suffering masses. Brown has
shown in his policies towards the public serv-
tees that his talk of reform first funds later, is
just that — talk. 5o aid during a Brown pre-
miership is most likely to continee along the
old routes of debt relief and other forms of
the gowernmeni-to-government aid that have
proved counterproductive in the past,
Cameron and his Tory colleagues will be
maore willing 1o condition future aid on gen-
uine reforms. More important, Cameron is
a devotee of Hemando de Soto, who
emphasises  property rights and  micro-
financing as the keys to alleviating develop-
img-world poverty. So this is a policy area in
which a penuine chodoe exists.
~ Finally, we come 1o Britain's geopolitical
position. [n addition to deserving credil for
kecping Britain curo-free, Brown merils
applause for his continming cfforl o per-
suade his BEuropean pariners that reform
not protectionism, is the route to prosperi-
ty in the 21st century, But the reforms he
proposes are for other countries to enact
— many involve even greater government
activity — and all the while taxes in the UK
rise to. and in the case of Germany soar
above, EU levels. Brown is an admirable
apostle of free trade, but his power to bring
the French and others along is limited, and
his menchant for believing that he can

| devise governmental inferventions o meet
olobal competition is worrying o those
who prefer liberating individual entrepre-
neurship to schemes such as his new pro-
posal for a povernment-business council 1o
consider what to do about globalisation.
Cameron is as likely as Brown to humt

the common market, bul less prone 1o
wanl o create new governmenl agencies 1o
meet the challenges Britaim must over-
come if it B 1o succeed in what will be a
very difficull competitive environment in
coming years, And if he does incline o
Europe-wide solutions, volers can count
on his loony Right — ever an the aleri o
avoid the debilitating effect of contact with
contingntal Europeans — to call a halt,
When it comes to Britain's position in the
world, I most warn readers that T speak with
the prejudice of an American who believes,
with Winston Churchill, Margaret Thatcher
and Tony Blair, that the cause of world
peace and order is best served by the special
relationship between our countries, Blair,
Brown and Cameron all believe that that
relationship serves Britain's interests, even
though at times America regretlably neg-
lects its end of the reciprocity bargain. Bui
Blair was able to move seamlessly from
third-way talkfests with Bill Clinton to a
wartime alliance with George W, Bush,

Brown’s more left-leaning domestic politics |

makes it less likely that he will be as com-
fortable with a Republican president  as
would Cameron. After all, Brown values his
chiats with Demaocratic strategist Bob Shrum,
| a certified Bush-hater (whose candidates

for ways to extend the scope and depth of |

have lost in all of the seven campaigns he
has managed), while Cameron has adopted
President Bush’s langnage of ‘compassion-
ate conservatism’, and recently had  his
shadow Cabinet wvisit Washington to re-
estahlish tics with the Republican White
House, State Department and  cconomic
team. The Bush-haters in Britain will deem
this a stain on Cameron’s escutcheon;
America-lovers a positive. Americans will
worry, and so should the world, that Brown's
firtation with a Democratic parly that has
become neo-isolationist and his desire to
skimp on military spending will reduce
Britain’s effectiveness as an American part-
ner in maintaining world order,

That's the score sheet. Las Vegas roulette
wheel operaiors like to say, “You pays your
money, and you takes your choice.” Or they
did before the Strip became as high-tomed
|I as it is today, British voters surcly are pay-

ing enough in laxes 1o have the right o
| make a choice. But for now, wirtchtul wait-
| ing 35 the hest course. There is still time for

Ciordon Brown to establish his reform ere-
dentials by backing Blair on education,
kealthcare, crime and other issues — and
not merely with mumbled asides or press
releases from the safe distunce of Africs or
China. And there is stll time for David
Cameron io prove he is not a Lib Dem
prety face in Tory clothing, A reformist
Browm v, a modern but conservative Tory,
| that's a choice for a nation to relish.
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| frwin Stelzer is divecior of economic policy
studies at the Hudson fstite and o colum-
nist for fire Sunday Times.



