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Free trade has been a highly contentious issue in Canada ever since the first free trade agreement was reached between the United States and Canada in 1988, and indeed, during most periods of reciprocity negotiations previous to this landmark accord. The federal election of 1988 bore the mark of this divisive and hotly debated issue as the Mulroney government and big business pushed for liberalized trade while labour unions and nationalist elements demanded greater protection from the behemoth south of the border. Clearly, the most influential supporters for free trade were (and largely still are) government and the business community – notably the Canadian business people and organizations involved in multinational enterprises and other non-indigenous companies. Concomitantly, one can ascertain that free trade supporters tend to be of the business and otherwise economic elite in Canada – a notion that has been effectively illustrated by both scholars and the media. However, to suggest that simply the wealthy support free trade is false; clearly, a great many people, both rich and poor, stand to gain from freer trade, just as a great many people, regardless of income, stand to lose. It has been argued that consumers gain due to cheaper imports, but they may also lose as their jobs disappear as a result of heightened competition.  Likewise, the wealthier may gain as their business interests improve, but they also stand to lose as some businesses are undercut or their jobs ‘outsourced’. This begs the impending question: is support for free trade predominantly derived from the wealthier people in Canada? Is free trade for the rich alone? Does support for free trade increase as income and level of education rises?

The Literature on support for Free Trade


For quite some time, support for free trade, aside from the omnipresent promotion by the federal government, has emerged most strongly from the business and intellectual communities in Canada. While seeking greater competitiveness for Canadian industry internationally, business interests have lobbied the federal government repeatedly and fervently to administer economic, fiscal and social policy that would be in sync with the American approach.
 Although not all have been in favour of an Americanization of Canadian business, it is evident that most share support for free trade for the same reasons: firstly, the small size of the domestic Canadian market limits the growth of many companies; secondly, the need for deregulation and trade liberalization to foster internal economic restructuring; and thirdly, fear of future American protectionism that would undermine Canadian export development and therefore harm economic growth.
 

The involvement of MNEs also suggests the extent of business interest in free trade; indeed, it would appear that their interests – and therefore presumably those of the wealthy – were well served in the negotiating process. As Christopher Merret suggests, the influence and involvement of multinationals has turned the free trade agreement into a “corporate ‘bill of rights’ for a continental economy”
. In fact, as early as 1982, the Business Council on National Issues had already “began to publicly promote the idea of  Canadian-American free trade”
, therefore one can see that long before 1988 there was already burgeoning support for free trade from the business elites. Accordingly, there must be an association made with the business community and the wealthy to further the argument that support for free trade is derived from the rich. But can such an association be made so readily? 


Clearly, there are others who support free trade. The academic community has also bolstered the momentum of the movement towards freer trade, largely as a result of its linkages with the business community and its seemingly objective analysis of the benefits of the 1988 FTA.
 Nevertheless, the very populist viewpoint is one that nurtures the notion that the wealthy are those backing the free trade accords, and therefore it is the wealthy who favour its inception most. Indeed, “in some ways, Canada’s agreement for free trade would be making ‘a preferential option for the rich’ rather than ‘for the poor’”
; in any case, the benefits for the poor and average Canadians nation-wide have been put into question numerous times. 

Similarly, one does not need to be poor to dislike free trade, as the ‘have’ province of Ontario staunchly opposed free trade as it posed a threat to the manufacturing backbone of its economy. 

Ontario’s caution reflects the genuine uncertainty about the effects of free trade on it. It is more dependent on the U.S. market than any other province: it has both the most to gain and the most to lose in any free trade arrangement.

Additionally, opposition to free trade has come from other major sources, most notably organized labour, which has feared that “with increased geographic mobility, corporate interests would be able to restructure the balance of power in the relationship between capital, the State, and labour”
. Still, labour has not been the sole primary oppositional force against free trade, as “farmers, women’s organizations, religious leaders, teachers, and many other Canadians from diverse walks of life”
 have also made their opinions heard in regards to the threats to Canadian national identity, culture, and most certainly the Canadian economy.

Hypothesis

Although the general literature and much populist rhetoric promulgates the notion that free trade is a game for the rich – meaning, its aims best serve the rich and can be played most actively by them – there is ample evidence to suggest that support for free trade is not exclusive to higher income or more educated Canadian. In fact, the statistical evidence suggests that wealthier and better educated Canadians do not necessarily support free trade more than modestly encumbered Canadians or those with higher education. Clearly, a great many in the less wealthy and less educated brackets support free trade just as a great many among the rich and best educated do not support it at all.

Variables

Dependent. The dependent variables in this statistical examination will be: firstly, whether the respondent overall is in favour or opposed to free trade (FT+/-); secondly, whether the respondent believes that free trade threatens Canadian political independence or not (FT-POLIT: agree/disagree); and lastly, whether the respondent believes free trade will bring economic prosperity to Canada or not (FT-PROSP: agree/disagree).

Independent. Perhaps not typical to statistical analysis, this examination of free trade support bases itself on one primary cause – family household income (FAMILY $), with controls for education level. Accordingly, this is why there are multiple dependent variables instead of independent variables, as there are multiple ways of gauging support. This report, however, only seeks to determine the impact of income and education level on support for free trade. FAMILY $ in this survey is divided into several income brackets, and has been further filtered into four groups: income levels of $0-19,999, $20,000-39,999, $40,000-59,999, and $60,000 and up.

Controls. One cannot simply assume income alone dictates preference for free trade; clearly, education level (EDUC) is intrinsically linked to income level. This association has been made many times before and so the relationship between the two will not receive further analysis here. Suffice to say that in the instance of income level, education level must also be considered. The categories for EDUC, at the higher education level, are ‘completed technical training’, ‘some university’ and ‘completed university’.

Sources of Data

The source for this data comes from the 1988 Canadian Post-Election Study conducted and compiled by H. Clarke from the University of North Texas. This particular survey encompasses data extracted from interviews with 1,946 subjects over some 318 questions. The data sets used are either nominal (yes-no, agree-disagree) or ordinal (income level).

Statistical Methods

As a result of the choice in variables used for this analysis, of which some are ordinal and others are simply nominal (but can be used as ordinal), gamma was the preferred choice for measuring the strength of variable association. The closer the gamma value is to either –1 or +1 indicates the strength of association. The direction of the multiple associations, whatever their strength, was inapplicable insofar as the dependent variable is nominal and cannot be judged in a ranking order; for purposes of analysis, however, this was ignored. Probability level was examined, in the first instance, to determine whether there was a worthwhile relationship – the lower the p value (p<0.05 translates into 1 in 20, or better <0.01 into 1 in 100 or <0.001 into 1 in 1,000) the lower likelihood that the null hypothesis, which suggests there is no relationship at all between variables, was true; in essence, the lower the p value, the more likely the relationship was not occurring simply due to chance. After establishing that the relationship was significant inasmuch as it was not occurring merely by chance, the gamma value was analysed to determine the actual strength, or weakness, of the relationship.

The various dependent variables were compared and contrasted with the independent variable of family income level with control for education level. 

The Results

Overall, the results compounded the view that support for free trade is not merely a thing of the rich and instead support comes from many income brackets affected by many education categories. Indeed, there is very little statistical evidence to suggest that support is derived exclusively from the wealthier and better educated, in many instances, support is as weak in the upper echelons as it is in the lower income and education rungs. Accordingly, support for free trade does not increase as income level increases, with due consideration for education level.

FT+/- by  FAMILY $: Without consideration for education level, the strength of association between increases in support for free trade and increases in income level are not great – with a gamma of 0.235, it is evident that without control, this relationship does exist (p=0.000) but is weak
. However unimpressive, the strongest of all the relationships between preference or opposition to free trade and income level is found among those who had completed technical training ((=0.451, p=0.000)
, not those who had started
 or completed university ((=0.238 and (=0.179 respectively)
, despite that this is what one would assume if in fact the best educated were the wealthiest and therefore the strongest proponents of free trade.

FT-PROSP by FAMILY $: The greatest associations between an increase in belief that free trade will bring prosperity to Canada and income level could only be found among those who had some university education ((=0.356, p=0.006)
, not those who had actually completed university ((=0.178, p=0.100)
; in fact, the latter relationship was more a blip than an actual relationship at all. Still, since the partial gamma (g=0.219) is lower than gamma, clearly the control variable of education level affected the outcome.

FT-POLIT by FAMILY $: The relationship between a decrease in the belief that free trade threatens the political independence of Canada and an increase in income was generally weak, and especially weak at levels of higher education. For those who had some university education, the strength of the association was actually stronger ((=0.254 p=0.048)
 than for those who had completed university ((=0.174) entirely.

Analysis and Conclusion

The results from statistical analysis definitely paint a different picture than what one may at first expect. The strengths of association between increases in support for free trade - be it in the form of favouring it outright or opposing it, believing in future economic prosperity for Canada within free trade or not, or believing Canada’s independence will or will not be undermined by free trade – and increases in income combined with higher education range generally from very weak to moderate. In every instance, the support for free trade has tended to be no greater at high income, high education levels than at any other level; similarly, increases between these variables could not be correlated sufficiently to suggest causation even in the slightest. Those who attended university or even completed it tend to be just as divided over issues of future economic prosperity and threats to political independence, despite their similar high income brackets. 

In relation to the literature on the subject, this truly counters the populist notion that only the rich and well educated support free trade, and that they support it more than less wealthy or less educated Canadians. The statistical data suggests, contrary to the literature, that free trade is not predominantly a ‘thing of the rich’, nor more than it is a ‘thing of the poor’; accordingly, in regards to this data set, one can clearly see that increases in income at the higher education strata does not necessarily translate into greater preference for Canada-US free trade.
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With no control for education level, the notion that support for free trade increases as income level increases appears to be valid. However, the statistical measure of association (gamma) proves it is a rather weak association indeed.

(Source:  MicroCase 4.5: Cdn Post-election study 1988) 
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