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HE SUN hard 2 bil of

! fun with the Germans

again last week, I was
crude and sophomoric as
usuat but, as always, there
was a kernel of truth in the
obloquy slung acress the
Channel into Krautland,

Fhe tabloid’s {arget this
time was Oskar Lafentaine.
the finance minister of the
new German government.
Is this the most dungerous
man in Eavope?, the Suw
asked on its front page. To
drive, the peint home, the
page was replicaled in Ger-
man an page three, not nor-
mally associated with inter-
national news.

But was the Sun correct?
That depends. I you cher-
ish British moenctary and
fiscal independence, then
Red Oskar is indeed 2
threat, H you believe in low
taves and a nodest level of
dirigisme, then you don't
wanl Lo be in bed with dMr
Lafontaine, ¢ither, If yours
is the Blaivite Thard Way,
meaning essentially That-
cherism with a gentler face,
lhen stay away from Mr
Lafontaine and his naive
neo-Keynesianisim,

If you loak to miarkets and
microeconomic reform, My
Lafentaine is indeed a
sproblem™, nel only for
Britain but for Germany and
all of Eurepe. Though an
intelligent man who has
been known to scrap ideo-
logical verities at the snap
of a parly position paper, he
now seems embarked on a
strictly orthedox Social
Democralic course.

And they don™t call him
the Napoeleon from the Saar
for nothing. He is small, he
looits a bit like Bonaparie,
and he casily malches the
diminutive emperor’s hune
ger for power, Whatover Mr
Lafontaine has, noted a
Bonn journslist the other
day, he wants more of it

He craved the chancelior-
ship but lest the elections in
1990 and had 1o yield to Ger-
hard Schriider. A few weeks
ago he wanted to be the
Social Demoecrats’ parlia-
mentary feader, ilosing
agatn.

Now, so the gossip has it,
hie has his eye on the presis
dency of the European Com-
missian, But, (or the time
being, Mr Lalontaine wants
to reut Millon Friedman.
the neo-classical monetar
ist, anc e ghosts of his dis-

Oskar Lafentaine’s
plans for Europe’s
economy could be
disastrous. But they
won'thappen,
writes Josef Joffe

ciples. Margaret Thalcher
and Ronald Reagan.

He has been preaching
easy money and massive
infusions of gavermment
meney inta the cconomy.
e has ted the attack
agains! the Bundeshank in
order to frighten iLs succes-
sar, the Ewropean Central
Bank, into pre-emptive sub-
mission.

But the real thrust behind
the assault is Mr i.afen-
taine's dishike of the ECB's
main brief, which is rigor-
ous monetary discipline.
hence, in mosl cases, tight
nieney. He and his Preach
friends thinl that monetary
paticy must follow an
CXPANSIOOArY IMACTORCO-
nemic policy @ la Keynes.,
and not connteract it, as the
Bundesbank’'s history sug-
gests. And the ECB is just
the Bundesbanlowrit Jarge,

But Mr Lafertaine is loo
smart te believe that
Keynesiagism in one coun.
try can work. Hence his
drive to Germanise Euro-
pean economic and liscal
. Hence his quest lor
nmonisation acress
the EU. which really means
liking them up Lo the tower-
ing German level so that
tax-weary German business
won't escape inte HMaolland
or Britain, where corpora-
tion laxes ave much lower.
So if yvou believe that
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Let's not be beastly
to Germany’s most
ambitious minister

Enrope's escape from its
stractural doldrums of (oo
much statism and welfarism
requives a dose of Thatcher-
ism. then Mr Lafontaine is
indead its most dangerous
man. Far if his orthodox
prescriptions became offi-
cial policy across the Conti-
nent. tien many bad things
mighl happen.

The first victim would be
the Srabitity Pacl ender
which the euro candidates
have sworn to stick to the
fiscai discplineg laid oul by
the Maastricht treaty. A
second victim might be the
euro itsedf. For if Lafontain-
ism triumphs, inflation will
surely vise and the evro will
soften. But the main prob-
len is Europe’s econemic
future. The longer {the EU
meddies with neo-Keynes-
tanism, the lenger it will fas
to lackie microcconomic
reform.

Wil this doommsday sce.
narvie come about? Net
likely. From Britain, the EU
looks like a huge monolith
run either by Socialist stal-
warts like Mr Delors or a
Franco-German censpiracy.
Actually Europe is as messy
and contradiclory as any
madern Western polity.

Nol even the Germans are
dyed-in-theswool Lafomain:
istas, There is Chancellor
Schrdder and bis collabora-
tors whe are Blairite moder-
nisers and champions of the
market. There is Helland,
that cleaves to free trade
and goversmental downsiz-
ing at home. The ltalians,
by their very natwre, are
never going to submit their
economy to lhe French-
style dirigisme.

So this is not a time for
Britain to et outdsted fears
angt resentments get the
better of poiicy in the puer.
ile wavs of the Sun. Toay
Blair sod [riends have a lot
of credit in Europe, espe-
ciafly in Germany.

True. one shouldn’t count
on personality and style
beating oul national differ
cnces. But a more benign
chapter has opened up in
Anglo-German relations.
During Mrs Thatcher's
days. the Germans could
never expect better than to
be harangued and hand-
hagged. Today, Tony Blair
and Gerhard Schrider listen
Lo each other,
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