	CBC editorial by Barry Wilson 
Why do politicians always cage their answers, offering up comments so vague that you can never exactly pin down where they stand?
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	It may be because the ever-fluid world of politics often makes a mockery of unequivocal predictions.

Canada's recent loss of a World Trade Organization decision that effectively killed the attempt to expand dairy exports offers a fine illustration of the dangers of being definitive.

Little more than a year ago, Canada won a decision at a WTO panel and the government and industry reacted as if it had been written on stone tablets and carried down from the Mount.

"We won. It's as simple as that," said Dairy Farmers of Canada executive secretary Richard Doyle in late 2001.

Trade minister Pierre Pettigrew called it "a significant victory" for the industry that would end the controversy over the export program. Other officials called it the “final” decision and suggested it would be pointless for the United States and New Zealand to appeal.

Dairy farmers listened and expanded their export sales.

A year later, a different WTO trade panel reached the opposite conclusion: Canadian farmers sell export milk for as little as one-third of the price they get at home, and so it’s obviously supply management profits that are subsiding exports.

This time, it was the final word, and Canada admitted that $250 million in export sales will be lost.

Farmers like Leonard Blocka of Prince Albert, Sask. say they won’t miss the money – export sales were just a way to get rid of the extra 50 or 100 litres of milk his 56-cow herd produces above quota each day.

He doesn’t want to pour that milk down the drain, but will either have to cut his herd size or buy or borrow quota. Those latter two options might be more difficult today – there are 8,000 Canadian dairy farmers selling milk for export who will also be looking for ways to deal with their surplus.

Those farmers might now be wishing that government and industry officials had been a little less definitive and a little more cagey in their predictions a year ago.

For CBC commentary, I'm Barry Wilson, national correspondent for the Western Producer, in Ottawa.

 

 


