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Agricultural Trade and the Big Bang 


The InternatIOnal PolitiCS of Agricultural Trade: 
Canadlan-Amencan RelatIOns In a Global Agri
cultural Context, B1J Theodore H Cohn Vancouver, 
B C ,Canada Unwerslty oj BTlt1sh Columbw Press, 
1990, 280 pages, $3695 

ReViewed by William R, Wilson 

Paraphrasmg, albeIt loosely, the sometimes prophetic 
Andy Warhol----€verythmg has Its bnef perIOd of pub
lic exposure Agricultural trade IS experlencmg Its 
perIOd of exposure Recently, the Uruguay Round of 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade produced 
global vlslblhty for agrICultural trade and the limita
tions of eXlstmg mternatlOnal mstltutlOns An Impres
SIve effort among technocrats and bureaucrats across 
many natIOns contmues the purSUIt of an mternatlOnal 
regime to encourage an economically ratIOnal alloca
tlOll of the agricultural factors of productIOn Cohn's 
book IS a case study of how the North American agn
cultural market and related mstltutlOns responded to 
bmatlOnal and mternatlOnal pressures dUrIng 1950-90 

The book IS almost enttrely descriptive Quantitative 
techmques are limIted to value, volume, and trend fig
ures for trade flows, and although thIS may prove to 
be Imtmlly dlsconcertmg to many economists tramed 
111 the past two decades, the wealth of well
documented mformatlOn should assuage the anxIety 
and reward the reader amply ThIS Galbralthlan-type 
of book harkens back to the politICal economy bent of 
the dlsclplme 

The author structures the exammatlOn of 40 years of 
Canada-U S agricultural trade wlthlma paradigm of 
foul' dependent vanable~onfllCt, cooperatIOn, trade 
Stl ategles, and market power-and a collectIOn of 
environmental and agncultural explanatory vanables 
For example, Cohn musters historical eVidence to sup
port the hypothesIs that Canada-US cooperatIOn and 
conflIct In marketmg wheat was Influenced by global 
supply, competitIOn, the U S trade balance, relatIve 
economic sIze and agricultural economIes, natIOnal 
secunty obJectives, and the strength of eXlstmg trade 
mstltutlOns Cohn says that the asymmetncal mterde
pendence of the Canada-US tradmg relatIOnship, fac
tOring m the prevailing U S natIOnal obJectIVes, often 
led to umlateral U S actIOn Canada, With ItS depend
ence on access to the U S market and limited fiscal 
capabilities, was typically seekmg U S or multilateral 
cooperatIOn The analYSIS emphaSIzes Canada-US 
wheat-marketmg competItIOn through mternatlOnal 
prlcmg, surplus disposal, eXl'ort subSIdy, and credIt 
vehicles Except for the expanded commodIty diSCUS
SIOn on agncultural trade ban~ers, wheat IS used as a 
proxy for all agricultural commodIties While the 

Wilson IS an econonllst, PaCIfic Forestry Centre, Forestry Can
ada, VIctOria, BritIsh Columb.. 

proxy serves to accommodate a comprehensible prod
uct, the representativeness of wheat IS problematic 
due to fundamental dIfferences III NOI th Amellcan 
marketing of other major pi oducts snch as ollseeds 
and meats 

The book briefly discusses the Canada-US TI ade 
Agreement Signed In January 1989, after plevlOus 
attempts at bilateral trade all angements In 1911 and 
1948,were aborted by Canada Cohn notes that Canada 
was agam seekmg assured access to the U S market 
but that" some Canadian polley makers wei e 
rather naIve slllce the U S would not I ellllqmsh the 
right to retahate With trade relief actlOlls and other 
measures [where believed warranted)' Indeed, 
the amendments to U S trade law Immediately pre
cedmg the bilateral agl'eement WIth Canada Stl ength
ened U S market protectIOn from IdentIfied e"port 
practices, mcludmg those of Canada Cohn contends 
that the U S ratIOnale for the bIlateral trade deal and 
the mcluslOn of agnculture was largely to generate 
multilateral VISibility for reduced agllcultUi al trade 
bamers No mentIOn IS made of assured futUl e access 
to Canada's freshwater resonrces, an Issue whIch 
threatened to derail Canadian support tOl the agJ'ee
ment Some researchers mamtam that U S access to 
Canadian water remams unsettled and unsettling 

There are numerous bIts of mformatlOn throughout the 
book whIch will spark the mterest of the readel For 
example, the early U S contrIbutIOn to agricultural 
protectlOmsm IS mterestmg The U S inSIstence, on 
specIal GATT treatment for agricultural trade IS 
reflected m ArtIcle XI GATT calls for the ellmmatlOn 
of quantitative Import restnctlOns, but Includes provI
SIOn for the ImplementatIOn of such re<;tl"lctlons agamst 
agrICultural Imports as a complement to a domestic 
program mtended to restrict PloductlOn or remove a 
surplus The Import restnctlOn capabIlity was 
strengthened by a 1955 wal vel allowlllg U S farm 
Import quotas m the absence of concOlmtant domestIC 
supply measures The abIlity of trade negotJatol S to 
challenge the restrIctIve poliCIes of Japan and the 
European Commumty IS gleatly mfluenced by these 
sam!, prOVISions 

Cohn concludes that the abundance of controversy 
over the agrICultural prOVISIOns IIIcluded wlthlll the 
Canada-U S Trade Agreement demonstJ ates the cllffi
culty of reformmg world agrlCultUie In the GATT 
Consldermg the magmtude of agricultural trallsfers, 
as estImated In the form of producer subSIdy 
eqUIvalents by the Orgamzatlon fOl Econolllic Coopel
atlOn and Development--$62 bIllion m the EC, $39 bIl
lion m the Umted States, $37 billion m .Japan, and $7 
billIOn m Canada-agncultural trade libel allzatlOll may 
be hmlted to hard-fought, small-caliber pops, like the 
1960's eXpIratIOn of the Canada-U S wheat duopoly, 
rather than a bIg bang 
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