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Abstract

The paper explores the mechanisms of policy transfer from international organizations to national policy debates through an examination of how the OECD is a referent in parliamentary debates in Canada and Finland. The role of international governmental organizations (IGOs) like the OECD (other obvious ones include the World Bank, the IMF, regional development banks) in encouraging (and sometimes enforcing) international standards has garnered increased attention in the past decade, but the actual mechanisms of transfer are only dimly understood. This is especially true of organizations like the OECD that are “idea generators” and “venues for debate” since they have no coercive power. The paper takes its departure from a previous study on Finland, and applies the same methodology to examine how the OECD is used as a referent in Canadian debates. The results show both the mechanisms that underpin isomorphism as well as possible drivers of continued divergence and distinctiveness. It is important to understand both dynamics, since both will be even more important as global actors struggle with the appropriate role of the state as well as policy approaches in light of the financial crisis. States everywhere, but especially in more vulnerable regions like Central and eastern Europe, will be the targets (and sometimes willing recipients) of policy advice and policy transfer, and should be aware of the logic that governs the process.
Introduction
National policy references – either in the press or in national legislative debates -- to international organizations and standards have become so routine as to become banal and simply part of the way in which everything from education to accountability is discussed. The Canadian March 10, 2010 budget (Canada 2010), for example, was replete with references to the IMF, the OECD, and the World Bank. It measured Canadian economic performance against its OECD partners, the G7, the G8, and the G20, and of course, to the United States. Had the Canadian economic news not been so comparatively rosy, it may well have been that these international references would have been more muted, but it is hard to imagine a modern budget in any developed country not making comparisons to international standards. But these types of references are much more interesting than they first appear. The reveal both an altered policy landscape in which national authorities operate, as well as new dynamics in the institutional channels whereby policy is made, shaped, determined, and delivered. 

The first observation is the prevalence and apparent influence of international institutions. Post-1945 a host of institutions were created, from the UN to the World Bank, the IMF, NATO, and eventually the OECD, that quite deliberately created a more global policy community around economic, political and defence issues. But the reality of a bi-polar world before the collapse of the Soviet Union meant that those institutions were relatively weak in contrast to the United States or the communist bloc. Countries took their cues from their “bloc” and influence was channeled through institutions affiliated with one of the superpowers. International institutions themselves often became overshadowed by the sparing of the two blocs. The collapse of the Soviet Union had several important consequences. With the collapse came the triumph of neo-liberalism and the Washington consensus (Williamson 1993). But the collapse was so extensive that it required much more than a uni-polar response, and so international governmental organizations (IGOs) came to play a more visible and real role in reconstruction. Central and Eastern Europe was a prime example. Initially, scholarly analysis focused on functional explanations or Leninist legacies to understand the dynamics of reform in the region, but as Schimmelfennig noted "In the aftermath of the Central and Eastern European revolutions and the breakdown of communism, the CEECs [Central and Eastern European Countries] have turned to international organizations for guidance and assistance in their political and economic transformation, and international organizations have become strongly involved in the domestic politics of the CEECs, the restructuring of domestic institutions, and the entire spectrum of material policies." (Schimmelfennig 2002, p. 1). Risse-Kappen noted that the "interaction between international norms and institutions, on the one hand, and domestic politics, on the other, is not yet fully understood; work in this area has just begun"(Risse-Kappen 1995, p. 31).
The second observation, tied to the first, is the increased interest in the prevalence of policy learning and transfer. With the Soviet collapse came a search for models – of course, the easiest ones in reach were neo-liberalism in economics, and the “new public management” in the public sector (Kettl 2005; Peters and Pierre 2001; Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004; Pollitt 2001). As IGOs become more visible in national policy processes, the role of IOGs, and particular the OECD, was noticed (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004; Premfors 1998; Hood 1998). Rose’s (Rose 1993) seminal work on lesson-drawing in public policy explicitly addressed policy learning across space and highlighted the role of IGOs:

Intergovernmental and international organizations encourage exchange of ideas between countries with similar levels of economic resources. The European Community and OECD encourage exchanges among advanced industrial nations. The collapse of the Communist system is creating a group of more than a dozen states that may learn from each other ways to make a transition to the market economy and democracy. The IMF promotes lessons drawn from the experience of countries that have large foreign debts, and the World Bank and many United Nations agencies focus on programs of concern to developing countries. (p. 105)

The challenge was not simply to observe patterns of apparent diffusion, but to try to understand the mechanisms. Bennett (Bennett 1991; Bennett 1992; Bennett 1997) concluded that there was no one method of diffusion, but that there were different dynamics of adoption: lesson-drawing (where governments see a problem and borrow an existing solution), legitimation (referring to other international examples to satisfy domestic critics), and harmonization. The latter is facilitated by IGOs, and that insight was supported by Dolowitz and Marsh (Dolowitz and Marsh 2000, p. 11): “[I]nternational governing organizations (IGOs), such as the OECD, G-7, IMF and the UN and its various agencies, are increasingly playing a role in the spread of ideas, programs and institutions around the globe. These organizations influence national policy-makers directly, through their policies and loan conditions, and indirectly, through the information and policies spread at their conferences and reports." 

Existing research has therefore emphasized the importance of international “transfer agents” (Stone 2004; Stone 2008) and global networks (Pal and Ireland 2009) in national policy development, but there are important gaps. The policy transfer literature has been criticized for an overly functionalist view that fails to take account of actors as well different policy styles (Howlett and Rayner 2009) and there is strong evidence that local actors “translate” policy prescriptions from IGOs in their own terms, to their advantage, and with respect to local conditions (Lodge 2005; Attila 2001; Ranis and Alasuutari 2007). But there are few case studies of how this process of translation operates. There is emerging work on the prescriptions of IGOs themselves, such as the World Bank, the IMF, and the OECD (Ranis, Vreeland, and Kosack 2006; Williams 2008; Jacoby 2001; Deacon and Hulse 1997; Mahon and McBride 2008; Porter and Webb 2008), but we have relatively few studies of the translation process from these prescriptions at the global level to the national (exceptions include Djelic and Sahlin-Andersson 2006; Sahlin-Anderrson 2001; Sahlin-Andersson 2000). Moreover, there are virtually no comparative analyses of translation processes across countries. 

This paper attempts to fill that gap by building on a previous study of the use of OECD references in Finnish legislative documents to justify national policy initiatives. The next section provides a brief overview of the OECD, and we then move to a discussion of methodology, and the research results and conclusions.

The OECD

The OECD was established in 1961, it is the club of the world’s 31 richest countries, and includes the G-7 countries as well.
 Moreover, it exchanges information (through conferences, meetings) with another 100 countries. It has opened membership talks with Estonia, Israel, Russia and Slovenia, and has offered “enhanced engagement” to Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, and South Africa. While it has virtually no direct leverage over its members (unless they agree to a convention) it is one of the world’s largest publishers of materials in economics and public policy. Its approach is to be a centre for research, publications, conferences, and meetings. These “soft” tools can be remarkably effective. Most importantly, the OECD provides a constant venue for discussion, exchange, and comparison. It creates possibilities for mutual adjustment, potential convergence, and “uncoordinated coordination.” 

The OECD has an explicitly normative agenda – it seeks to establish best practices, standards, and benchmarks. It is not neutral – it is a club of rich, democratic countries, and through a process of “experience sharing” claims to arrive at certain minima of good governance. It is unabashed about pushing a “reform” agenda – for example, with potential new members and associates. Reform, change, improvement – it champions these, even while walking a fine line between universal standards and the need to respect local differences. OECD pronouncements have tremendous legitimacy, precisely because of the club it represents, and its research muscle. Its 1995 publication, Governance in Transition and the 2005 sequel, Modernising Government, are touchstones for both practitioners and academics on what counts as modern governance (Pal 2008).
The OECD interacts with a wide network through participation at conferences, joint meetings, and sometimes joint projects. It is thus globally connected to its core country membership, an outer ring of non-OECD countries (some now lining up for membership), and other IGOs. Some 40,000 senior officials attend OECD committee meetings each year, and then continue to communicate with each other and the OECD Secretariat through the rest of the year. 
It is important to see that the OECD is a reflection of a new phase of globalization  – the increasing coordination between IGOs and nation-states. The global financial crisis has placed even great pressure on this sort of coordination. As the OECD’s 2008 annual report noted: “Globalization is blurring the boundaries between domestic and international policy making and regulation. Consequently, more and more policy issues cannot be tackled by a single government department or even by central government alone. Decentralization and the growing role of supranational bodies have increased the number of stakeholders involved in policy making” (OECD 2008a: p. 80).
The OECD’s views itself as a primary vehicle for the sharing of “modern” approaches to governance. An good example of how the importance of reform is framed as a competitive advantage comes from a September 2008 speech by the OECD Secretary-General, Angel Gurría, to the annual meeting of Senior Officials from Centres of Government in Mexico City:

The political economy of reform is becoming an area of the utmost importance, since economies have to evolve to cope with changing environments. Reform is not an end in itself, but a means for more prosperity and greater well-being. Therefore, a government’s capacity to reform is a great comparative advantage, not only for itself, but also for citizens and for the country as a whole. Governments which are successful at reforming empower their people to make the most of globalisation, creating a favourable environment for education, for business, for innovation and for sustainable development.

At the OECD, we have enough empirical evidence to show how countries that advanced with reforms gave their economic performance a strong push.

· Countries like Ireland and Finland managed to boost employment levels by updating their labor legislations, following the recommendations of our OECD Jobs Strategy back in 1994, when there was massive unemployment in our member countries. 

· Sweden’s or Australia’s early efforts on regulatory reform in the 1990s resulted in strong macroeconomic performance with high rates of growth, low unemployment and stable inflation. Today, we promote Australia’s experience in a “Competition Toolkit” (we are already working with Mexico on this) which we presented recently at a meeting of APEC in Australia this summer. Australia has estimated an average increase of 7 000 Australian dollars in households’ annual incomes as a result of action in the area of competition policy.

· The liberalisation strategies of Poland and Slovakia in the 1990s are also full of experiences on how economic reform can unleash growth.

·  On the other hand, avoiding reform might seem an easy option, as not doing anything will be safe, but it comes at a high cost. The current subprime crisis is a painful example of what happens if we don’t  keep pace with changing realities, through reforms and upgrading the regulatory framework of an industry or a sector.

When regulation does not evolve as fast as innovation, we open a dangerous gap. The rules of the game cannot fall behind to the creativity of the players. Financial innovation can be a fantastic economic enhancement, but it needs to operate within a stable, predictable forward looking regulatory framework. (OECD 2008b)
The OECD has very little coercive capacity. It is a venue for discussion and research and exchange, and that it relies primarily on “soft instruments” such as peer review, conferences, meetings and exchanges (Pagani 2002). Marcussen (2004) argues that the OECD’s key technique is “multilateral surveillance.” The core of its work is “consultation” – country studies, research, conferences, meetings and so on that produces “mutual education” and some eventual convergence around basic ideas. In line with our argument that the OECD does have an independent capacity to influence, and is not simply reflective of its members, Marcussen notes that at its founding it was hoped that the OECD would be both an “ideational artist” (formulating, testing, and diffusing new ideas) and an “ideational arbitrator,” providing opportunities for public servants around the world to exchange, discuss, and build both institutional and personal capacity (Marcussen 2004). Taking this argument even further, Porter and Webb suggest that the OECD’s work constitutes an instance of “state identity formation,” an invocation of what it means to be an “ideal modern state” (Porter and Webb 2008).

It is thus clear that the OECD is influential, and we also know about its explicit mechanisms of intervention and influence. Where research falls short is in understanding how those mechanisms and those interventions get translated at the national level, and indeed, how those translations vary depending on national circumstances. This paper examines one mechanism of transfer – the use of OECD references in national policy debates. If the OECD is a “gold standard” of policy benchmarks, then we should find references in national debates. And we do. The more interesting question is how those references are framed, not only in positive or negative terms, but in more nuanced ways. Given the role of policy actors and their specific contexts, we would also expect that that translation and those references will vary. 

This paper takes its departure from research on national policy debates in Finland and their references to the OECD. We extend the methodology and analysis to Canada. We make no claim that these countries are necessarily representative. Nonetheless, they are both OECD members of long-standing, but with different historical and cultural traditions that make comparison and contrast both worthwhile and interesting.

Methodology

The original methodology for this paper was pioneered by Alasuutari and Ramis (Alasuutari and Rasimus 2009). They gathered data from government bills, legislative initiatives made by individual members of Parliament, and reports and statements from various parliamentary committees. The data was retrieved electronically from legislative datasets spanning 1991 to 2008. They searched for documents that included the word “OECD” somewhere in the text. This yielded 480 documents, or about 3 percent of the total number of named parliamentary documents in those years. The approach isolated specific sentences with OECD references, and then expanded to include adjacent sentences or even a full paragraph to make the purpose and function of the OECD reference more comprehensible in rhetorical terms (Perelman 1982). As they pointed out, parliamentary debates are not – at least for a time span such as the one covered in this paper – the expressions of any single person. In the aggregate, they reflect national debates about the policy process and echo a sense of what is legitimate and what is not. This is partly due to their “official” character. For better or worse, legislative debates and documents are the collective discourse of a nation, a “discursive field” (Foucault 1972; Pal 1990) about policy issues. They are rhetorical engagements in which each of the various sides is appealing to an invisible public. Indeed, it is the very “public – ness” of these debates that gives them a particular value in understanding the shape and nature of policy discourse (Pal 1994). 

The Alasuutari and Ramis study yielded four categories of references, though they caution that this categorization is not the only one possible. As they point out: “What is essential is the underlying assumption that referring to the OECD is an appropriate device for advancing or justifying the reform in question. Thus the objective is to analyze the uses of the OECD …” (Alasuutari and Rasimus 2009: p. 95). The four categories were:

1. Comparisons between OECD countries: “By comparison, an author of the document attempts to illustrate an individual country’s ranking order on certain measures.”

2. The OECD as a body of expertise: The “OECD is an organization is considered as a neutral body of expertise.”

3. OECD models and recommendations: The “OECD is seen as a source of detailed models and public policy recommendations.”

4. Adaptation to global developmental trends: “References in which an author delineates a country’s need to accommodate itself to unavoidable global developmental trends…”
The intent of the research was to replicate the method in the Finnish study to Canada, but that posed some challenges. The Canadian parliamentary website
 has an advanced search mode that allows specification by the two chambers (House of Commons or Senate), by debates, journals, order papers and notices, by committees, by bills, and by parliaments going back to 1999. Entering the global search term of OECD, for both chambers (House of Commons and Senate) both official languages (French and English), for all committees, bills, and other reports and debates resulted in 20,244 “hits” (on March 14, 2010, 12:35 EST). To narrow the database, we searched only English references to the OECD in House of Commons debates. This yielded 484 references between October 2, 1997 and July 10, 2009 (the Canadian legislative database does not go back beyond 1997). 

This means that there are some important differences between the Finnish and Canadian datasets. The Finnish data only include reports, bills, and statements in committee. The Canadian data excludes those, and focuses exclusively on parliamentary debates (in the House of Commons, the chief law-making body). An interesting question, which cannot be pursued here, is why the Canadian search yielded so many more references to the OECD than the Finnish one did. Nonetheless we believe that the datasets are comparable in that they are windows into national legislative debates that reflect on international standards. To our knowledge, this sort of comparison has rarely been done (Kirejczyk 1999; Sivenkova 2008), but if so then with an exclusive focus on either rhetorical devices as aspects of language (Perelman 1982) and without any reference to the incorporation of international standards and examples. In any case, our analysis is of statements and text, and to that degree, the data sources are compatible. Our approach was to review the Canadian texts and documents, and organize them according to the original Finnish study’s four categories. 422 of the 484 references fell comfortably within these categories, though with some nuances that we explore below. As well, however, there were 62 references that did not fit the original four categories, and which reflected distinct aspects of Canadian national discourse. This allows us to explore both the similarities of discursive reference and the divergences that are due to national context. 

OECD References in Canadian and Finnish Parliamentary Documents

Comparisons between OECD Countries

The Finnish study found that the first and most common type of OECD reference was a direct comparison between OECD member countries. This involved “ranking” of one’s own country against OECD members against international standards or norms, and providing a sense of whether the country was “lagging” or “leading.” These notions of the “average,” of what constitutes an acceptable standard, of what is “modern” and what is not, are important rhetorical devices in arguments about public policy (Lodge 2005). As noted above, since the OECD is the club of rich and presumably advanced nations, comparing one’s own country’s performance to the OECD norm becomes an important device in making claims and stating problems. If the OECD can plausibly be portrayed as an international “gold standard” in public policy, measuring oneself against that standard can become a powerful rhetorical advice to either criticize or celebrate government policy.
 The Finnish data support these observations: statements were made in government documents drawing on the OECD as a measure of either Finland’s falling behind or leading. However, aiming at the “average” was not the only use of the OECD as a comparator – it was sometimes argued that it was important to be a leader, i.e., ahead of the average. “This is particularly the case when it comes to themes associated with modernity which indicate qualities like dynamics, advancement and so on” (Alasuutari and Rasimus 2009: p. 96).  More profoundly, the underlying rhetorical logic is that “social change in all advanced market societies proceeds through similar trajectories,” and thus implying that all advanced countries are more or less amendable to the same reform strategies. This itself becomes a powerful device to encourage universal (i.e., globally similar) strategies, at least for members of the OECD if not for others. 

The Canadian data generated 236 references in this rhetorical category, or almost half of the total. As a “club” that constantly issues reports and rankings, it is natural that the OECD will be taken up as a benchmark. So, the language of leaders and laggards that was noticed in the Finish case is certainly evident in Canadian debates. However, there are some interesting nuances. First, to the extent that the OECD represents rich and developed countries, it is in contrast to poor and developing countries. To somehow fall short of OECD standards therefore is more than just being low on the rankings, it actually carries the danger of pigeonholing the country as in the company of “undesirables” (developing, as opposed to developed, countries). 
The OECD says that we will spend 10% less next year on R and D over this year and the president of Memorial University says that we are acting like a third world country when it comes to R and D. (ref. # 6, December 3, 1997)

In fact the University of Victoria recently did a study that said Canada had one of the worst records in the industrial world and that on 25 environmental indicators we now rank 28 out of 29 countries in the OECD. (ref. #78, May 17, 2001)

Of course, as a member of the OECD and a palpably developed country, this type of rhetorical device can only be used sparely. A more reliable technique is ranking – situating Canada “near the bottom,” on whatever scale, is a clear way of attacking government policy. Comparators (those at the top of the list) are routinely credited with greater insight, commitment, determination, vision, and responsiveness to public needs. A variant of this strategy is to put the country in the company of a small subset of other countries that are lagging or not meeting commitments. While being lowest or last, or highest or best, is obviously useful as a discrete ranking device, there is an advantage in being put into the company of others. For critics (e.g., on the environment), this puts Canada in the company of outlaws, for defenders of policy it puts the country in the company of the virtuous. “Keeping company” is a way of establishing more than singularity – it establishes behaviour as part of a pattern, something systemic. It also is advantageous when the country in question is not the worst or the best: if it is in the company of the “worst/best five” then it can be praised or damned by the company it keeps, and not its absolute ranking. 
Canada is one of only two OECD countries that do not have a national grant system. We need to ensure federal funding is provided in co-operation with provincial governments to establish a national system of grants. (ref. # 14, May 13, 1998)

Canada is virtually the only country in the OECD that does not have a national transportation system, the recent hike in interest rates, the lack of national funding for medicare, what to do with the EI surplus and the Tobin toll. (ref. #18, September 24, 1998)
The U.S. just announced an additional $6 billion for its support programs. The Liberal government has actually cut farm income support by 60% since it took office and rates second to last by the OECD. (ref. #25, October 28, 1998)

If we compare Canada's producer support with other countries we should be ashamed.  According to figures released by Agriculture Canada, Canada ranks second last, with 2% producer support, when compared to other OECD nations. The United States, the European Union, Japan and other OECD countries, respectively, have 16%, 49%, 23% and 9% support for their farmers. (ref. #29, November 27, 1998)

We have been following the government's lack of progress on bringing in changes to the financial services sector that would put us on a level playing field with other countries around the world, specifically with the OECD countries. Of the OECD countries, only Canada and Mexico do not presently allow foreign branch banking. (ref. #37, March 24, 1999)

The bill would fail to provide any stimulation for the economy at a time of job loss, increasing unemployment, and economic decline in the midst of recession. It would fail to offer any reduction in the national debt at a time when Canada continues to have the third largest debt to GDP ratio in the OECD among the major developed countries. (ref. #89, February 22, 2002)

We are one of the richest countries in the world. We have the OECD's best performing economy, with projections from the OECD that Canada will stay in first place for years to come. (ref. #101, November 8, 2002)

OECD as Body of Expertise

In this set of references, the OECD is relied upon as an organization which is a “neutral body of expertise” – a source of research and statistics which provide raw material to be used by policy-makers as they see fit. Interestingly, as Alasuutari and Rasimus point out, there are no overt references to the OECD’s authority (i.e., no defences or justifications), but the routine mentions of the OECD’s data are themselves indications of the esteem that the organization enjoys and it’s putative neutrality and the quality of its data. 

Many of the citations above in the previous section also reflect this rhetorical trope. Ranking, locating one’s country on a scale and with the company of like countries requires some sort of metric. It is remarkable that in both the Canadian and Finnish debates the OECD and its data are rarely challenged (more on this below), again an indication of its reputation. At best, opponents will pull out different OECD data on different aspects of a problem in order to debate. For example, the Canadian government routinely cited favourable OECD data or research on its overall economic performance (e.g., low unemployment rates, GDP growth, low levels of debt), while the opposition would seize on OECD studies of taxation that showed that Canada had relatively high levels of taxation compared with other OECD members. For the Canadian data at least, the presumption is that the OECD’s studies are largely beyond reproach, even if they point to somewhat contradictory performance indicators. 

The Canadian data generated 107 citations in parliamentary debates in this category. These types of citations have specific qualities that distinguish them from the first category. For example, they allude to the “reality” or ontological veracity of OECD numbers – since they data come from the OECD, which is a neutral and highly professional research organization, they must be true by definition. Verbal cues in these quotes use devices such as “according to”, “predicts” (itself an interesting allusion to the oracular capacity of the OECD), “confirms”, “standards”, “warnings”, “acknowledges” and “condemns” (again, the oracular function). Another interesting device is the “Even the OECD warns…” The use of “even the” in rhetorical terms is essentially a double maneuver. It suggests, first, that the offence is outrageous (e.g., taxes that are well outside the norm), and that “even” an organization as neutral and dispassionate as the OECD can no longer contain itself and has to make a direct comment. We have highlighted the relevant turns of phrase in the following quotes:

It should be noted that the share of provincial sales tax revenues compared to total tax revenues for 1994 was 8.6% for Quebec compared to 12.9% for the Atlantic provinces. These figures are real and can be verified, since they come from statistics on government revenue published by the OECD and Statistics Canada. (ref. #237, October 21, 1997)

There is no question that at present Canada is a success as plenty of international organizations and experts agree. According to OECD, Canada's economy and employment growth are set to outperform those of all other G-7 countries in 1998. (ref. #240, February 10, 1998)

Over the course of the last four years we have put in place the basis for a very solid economic recovery. This is why unemployment has fallen from over 11% to under 9%. This is also why the OECD predicts that Canada will have the highest economic growth rate and the highest growth rate in jobs this year. (ref. #241, February 20, 1998)

In the recent budget the Liberals should have addressed bracket creep but they did not. This insidious tax constantly pushes taxpayers into higher tax brackets even though their income remains unchanged. Even the OECD called on the government to eliminate this sneaky tax. (ref. #243, March 31, 1998)

The parliamentary secretary also said that we must have a global approach, because electronic commerce knows no boundaries. This is true. Two or three weeks ago, I had the opportunity, as a member of the Standing Committee on Industry, to attend an OECD meeting, here in Ottawa, on electronic commerce. I was not able to attend all the sessions, but I discussed the issue with the hon. member for Mercier, who did attend. 

I read the documents and the information that were circulated at the meeting. I am not saying this is right, but it was clear from the start that the primary concern of OECD members and their finance ministers was not so much personal information as how governments could enact a tax on transactions. (ref. # 247, October 22, 1998)

There were many external factors which those of us on the finance committee felt. Obviously there was the change in terms of the OECD warning us about debt reduction, as well as its admonition with respect to the necessary tax cuts. (ref. #249, February 2, 1999)

Every objective study from the OECD to Statistics Canada shows that Canadian productivity is falling. (ref. #252, March 15, 1999)

When it comes to countries that are considered tax havens, with tax levels of 0% on corporate income—in the Bahamas—or 2.5%—in the Bermudas, we have to ask why Canada should sign tax conventions with them, especially since the OECD has just condemned this practice, which the Bloc Quebecois has been criticizing since 1993. It does not make any sense to sign tax treaties with countries where the tax levels are so totally different from ours that they are considered tax havens. (ref. #265, March 2, 2001)

What is the federal government doing? It is keeping this $1 billion in its pockets rather than giving it back to the province that is being used as a model throughout the world. The OECD recently recognized it as such, which is why the federal government decided to implement its national child care program. (ref. #296, November 17, 2004)

OECD Models and Recommendations

We also found ample evidence of the use of OECD models and recommendations as a rhetorical device in Canadian policy debates. Alasuutari and Rasimus found repeated references in Finnish debates to OECD models as examples of “best practice” for implementation in nation-states, ultimately leading to a desired convergence toward universal standards. As they point out, these models are often based on the experience of individual member states. This is partly an artifact of how the OECD operates – its members constitute the Council as well as the Working Groups, and set the research agenda over a given year. The peer-review process is also steered by members (who constitute the majority of review panels). Country studies also consist of experts from members states, and the country under review has an opportunity to comment on the reviews and shape the final report. Thus, the OECD should not be seen as some disembodied entity in Paris, but a rather a Petri dish of interacting states and their experts, having an extended global conversation about standards and models. “It is true that OECD-based models and recommendations often originate in the views and definitions of ruling elites in member countries. …This means that most of the models and recommendations are particularly well-suited to those countries. Nevertheless, in the references in this category the OECD appears as a convenient reference group especially to small or marginal countries, for which it is important to follow the lead of major market economies” (Alasuutari and Rasimus 2009: p. 98). In this respect, we could anticipate a difference in the tone of the references, since Finland has a special history in the Cold War, and is “smaller” than Canada (one-sixth the population). Canadian political discourse resists the idea of the country as “small” (possibly due to its geographical size, its historical role in the World Wars, its association with the Commonwealth and of course the United States) (Dewitt and Kirton 1983; Welsh 2004).

There were only 31 references in the Canadian dataset that fit this category. This is possibly due to the higher technical content of these types of references. They refer not simply to league tables and rankings, which can be easily gleaned from OECD reports, but to more technical standards around specific models and legislative templates. As with the Finnish case, there are references to “model conventions” or legislation, to “standards”, “codes of conduct”, “rules” and “tools”, “norms”, “patterns”, and “guidelines”. A particularly interesting use of this rhetorical device is to couch legislative initiatives as merely routine and unremarkable, since they reflect existing international standards as expressed in OECD models. 

In this exercise we have followed the general outlines set out in the OECD model convention for the avoidance of double taxation. (ref. #345, October 20, 1997)

We have to oppose this proposal because every business in Quebec will have to deal with two jurisdictions, while the Quebec jurisdiction that has been existing for five years is in keeping with the standards of the OECD that were put forward by industrialized countries experimenting with electronic commerce means, even though Quebec has been demonstrating and applying them well for the past five years. (ref. #349, October 19, 1999)

We need only think of the bill to implement the land mines convention, which banned land mines and provided for their destruction, the bill to implement the comprehensive nuclear test ban treaty, which I will deal with later, or the Corruption Of Foreign Public Officials Act that gives effect to the OECD convention on combating bribery of foreign public officials in international business transactions. (ref. #351, December 1, 1999)

Even in assessing political risks, the EDC does not take the human rights situation into account, which leads us to say that, before providing its support to a company, the EDC should, as a bare minimum, ensure that the company in question subscribes to the OECD code of conduct relating to human rights. (ref. #352, February 14, 2000)

The member keeps coming back to the Canada account which represents less than 2% and is there to help Canadian exporters on distorted markets. It respects every OECD rule and every OECD country has similar tools. (ref. #355, March 22, 2000)

First, I want to make it clear to hon. members that Bill S-3 is standard, routine legislation. Proof of this is the fact that all of these treaties, like their predecessors, are patterned, to a large extent, on the OECD Model Tax Convention, which is accepted by most countries around the world. The provisions in these particular treaties comply fully with the international norms that apply to such treaties. (ref. #357, May 12, 2000)

Bill S-31 is not something radical. It is not rocket science. It is standard, routine legislation to increase our stable of countries with which we have tax treaties and to improve the tax treaties from some of the existing cases. In general, these tax treaties are modelled on a standard OECD model. (ref. #360, November 9, 2001)

The tax treaties implemented by the bill reflect efforts to update and expand Canada's network of tax treaties so as to obtain results in conformity with current Canadian tax policy. These treaties are generally patterned on the model of double taxation convention prepared by the OECD. (ref. #362, November 28, 2002)

We created a national contact point for Canada, an interdepartmental federal committee comprised of representatives of Foreign Affairs and International Trade, Industry, Human Resources Development, Environment, Natural Resources, Finance and the Canadian International Development Agency, mandated to raise awareness of the OECD guidelines for multinational enterprises and to ensure their implementation. (ref. #364, February 24, 2004)

I would like to emphasize that the treaties contained in Bill S-17 are not controversial. In fact, the bill's proposed legislation is standard and routine.

Indeed, these treaties, similar to the ones that Canada has with other countries, are patterned on the OECD model tax convention which is utilized by all member countries. Moreover, the provisions in the treaties contained in Bill S-17 comply fully with the international standards that apply to such treaties. (ref. #367, March 11, 2005)

Adaptation to Global Developmental Trends

The fourth category of statements from the Finnish study included references “in which an author delineates a country’s need to accommodate itself to unavoidable global developmental trends” (Alasuutari and Rasimus 2009: p. 98). The logic here is that there are implacable and impersonal trends in public policy and public management/governance at the global level that single countries are unable to control or resist, and so they have to adapt. The adaption, according to the Finnish data, tends to be couched in terms of harmonization of national legislation and practices, but also in terms of adjusting to the current policy zeitgeist, at the time focused on general patterns of deregulation and marketization. It would be interesting to conduct a separate, more focused analysis of post-2008 parliamentary debates and documents to see how the financial crisis has changed the terms of discussion. 

The Canadian data yielded 35 references that fell into this category. In contrast to the first category of references, which seeks to distinguish the country in terms of rankings or the company that it keeps, this set of references was often designed to minimize uniqueness. Again, this makes sense in terms of the logic of the rhetoric – if the global forces being identified are implacable and overwhelming, and if the logic of response is adaptation, then the speaker needs to highlight how there are no other choices. A good way to do this is to say that the country is no different from any others that have had to succumb. At other times it emphasized uniqueness – the country was an outlier and should adapt and follow its OECD partners. 

Let me point out that the problems we are facing with our pension system are not unique to Canada. Many OECD countries are also making changes so that their pension systems are more sustainable. Some international organizations have recommended moving toward the increased funding of public plans and that is exactly what we are doing. (ref. #378, October 6, 1997)

Does the government take its commitment to education seriously by reinstating transfers to the provinces for education? No it does not. Does it take its position seriously by doing what every OECD country does by providing federal leadership on access to education? Does it do that? No, it does not. (ref. #382, May 27, 1998)

That, in the opinion of this House, the government should show leadership and enact a tax on financial transactions in concert with all OECD countries. (ref. #385, October 28, 1998)

Why does the federal government not say that it will wipe out tuition fees from coast to coast?...A cheer would go up across the country if they were to say that. Who would say it was a rotten idea? Most OECD countries have done it years and years ago. (ref. #387, May 6, 1999)

While the rest of the countries in the OECD are taking massive steps in terms of tax reduction, the Government of Canada, the Liberal Party of Canada, is taking baby steps. The result is that Canada is falling farther behind and losing its place as a competitive nation. (ref. #391, February 26, 2001)

Mr. Speaker, I believe that this is a topic of interest to all Canadians, and rightly so. They should know that smallpox is not a local problem. It is a global one. I am very pleased to say that yesterday, and the day before, at the OECD conference with health ministers from some 30 countries, this was one of the items on the agenda: specifically, how we could work together in the event of such an attack. Such an attack is highly improbable but we must still be ready anyway. (ref. #394, November 7, 2001)

The government is very much aware of the problems of the international steel market caused by overcapacity and cheap imports. The overcapacity is a global problem that we are attacking on several fronts, particularly in the context of discussions and negotiations with the OECD. (ref. #402, October 3, 2003)

We would not be the first country to bring in measures to ensure that our businesses are not forced to compete with countries or importers that use unfair and unlawful means. The United States, 25 countries in Europe and all the members of the OECD have adopted such measures, all except two countries—and guess which? Australia and Canada. (ref. #415, December 6, 2007)

New Potential Reference Types
Of the total references generated by the Canadian database search, 62 did not fall clearly into the four categories developed in the original Finnish research. Forty of these miscellaneous references did however break out into two reasonably clear categories. The first consisted of references to the OECD as a platform for Canadian global influence. The second was a more critical category of the OECD as a “secret club.” Both of these may reflect distinctive aspects of Canadian political discourse and imagination. The search for global influence – Canada’s role in the world – is unusual for a relatively small country, but it has bedeviled Canadian debates over foreign policy at least since the late 1960s (Cooper 1997; Nossal 1997). The second category has 15 references, the majority of which are to financial or trade agreements, where the OECD can be portrayed as a club of rich nations forcing the pace of financial globalization to the detriment of developing countries. 

OECD as Platform for Canadian Global Influence

All but two of the references in this category were made by government ministers. While in theory it would be just as easy for opposition parties to argue that Canada is not using the potential of the OECD to demonstrate global leadership, that was hardly every done. Arguing that the OECD is a platform for leadership automatically highlights both the OECD’s role, and the specific role of the Canadian government in capitalizing on that resource. It also highlights a key characteristic of traditional Canadian foreign policy, and that is multilateralism. As a relatively small country on the international stage, Canada has always benefitted from stable global rule regimes, and has worked hard (in virtually every international forum – for historical as well as geographical reasons, Canada is an inveterate “joiner”) to build those regimes. Despite its lack of coercive power, the OECD is the source of many conventions, agreements, and standards governing specific issues such as subsidies for industries or electronic commerce. 

Many of the references cited Canada simply as a participant in a group of like-minded countries who together were dealing with pressing global problems.

Mr. Speaker, the lists of advantages that are offered by other shipbuilding countries to their manufacturers very often include very generous and substantial subsidies. Canada continues to participate in the group concerning shipbuilding at the OECD trying to put an end to these unfair subsidies. (ref. #423, October 23, 1997)

Mr. Speaker, I am sure the hon. member is aware that Canada continues to work very hard in the context of the OECD working group to put an end to what are pernicious subsidies, particularly in the shipbuilding sector that supply many countries around the world. (ref. #424, October 28, 1997)

Since 1995, OECD member countries, including Canada, have been negotiating a multilateral agreement on investment, aimed at clarifying the rules governing foreign investments. (ref. #425, November 3, 1997)

It is important to point out at the outset that the multilateral agreement on investment which is being negotiated is a Liberal government initiative to make Canada a part of the negotiations at the OECD in Paris. Our negotiators have been there since 1995. (ref. #428, February 23, 1998)

The Canadian government is participating in the OECD and WTO negotiations to eliminate subsidies and remove the barriers that impede the ability of our shipbuilding companies to compete internationally…We are continuing to meet with industry representatives to fine tune the programs now in place and ensure that the industry takes advantage of them. (ref. #432, May 3, 1999)

I pushed for our Canadian trade arguments in personal meetings with Secretary Glickman of the United States and Commissioner Fischler of the European Union. I have done the same with the Australians, the Argentinians, the Brazilians, the Chinese and at the OECD in Paris. (ref. #434, Friday, October 29, 1999)

Canada is an active participant in many international fora which are currently studying both the effects and solutions to the issues raised by cyber-crime. These include among others the G-8, the Council of Europe, the United Nations, the Commonwealth Secretariat, OECD and the Organization of American States. (ref. #439, April 6, 2001)

Mr. Speaker, I have the honour of tabling the Canada-Europe delegation's report on the meeting of the Committee on Economic Affairs and Development with representatives from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, the OECD, and the third part of the 2007 ordinary session of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, Paris-Strasbourg-France, from June 22 to 29, 2007. It was interesting and we participated actively, as usual. (ref. #448, November 19, 2007)

In other instances, Canada was cited not merely as a participant, but as leader or convenor, and in some cases as a “world leader.” The quotes also have the advantage of portraying the government as an actor on the international stage, not simply a recipient of  international models and solutions.

We are working on a number of fronts to build. For example, I have invited my OECD counterparts to come to Canada in the fall of 1998 for discussions to develop a global framework for electronic commerce. (ref. #426, November 4, 1997)

Canada will be hosting the high level OECD conference on electronic commerce in the fall of 1998…The OECD conference will be an excellent opportunity for others to learn more about what Canada is doing... (ref. #427, November 21, 1997)

At the OECD the government, along with the secretary general who is a Canadian, is aggressively pursuing the very question of Internet commerce and how we deal with the abuse of it and how we deal with fraud on the Internet. (ref. #431, September 21, 1998)

The finance minister and the federal government have been on the leading edge of an OECD initiative that is trying to eliminate harmful tax competition. We also introduced some of the toughest money laundering legislation in parliament last year. (ref. #437, April 4, 2001)
OECD as a Secret Club
These fifteen references break from the others in this survey – while the other four core categories derived in the Finnish research, as well as the fifth possible new one encountered in the Canadian data, more or less laud the OECD or set it up as an example and an international platform for solving global problems, this stream of references takes an overtly critical stance towards the OECD as either a “secret club” or – in what is much the same thing – a “clob of rich nations” bent on serving their own interests at the expense of the developing world or the poor. It should be noted however, that 11 of these 15 references were to the Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI), and all of these references came from opposition parties (especially the social democratic Canadian opposition party the New Democratic Party (NDP). The MAI had been launched by the OECD and negotiated over three years from 1995 to 1998. It was to be an agreement among OECD states, but open to accession by others. Critics around the world saw it as conceding too much to multinational corporations, and in this instance the OECD’s membership of rich states made it appear to be open to undue influence from corporate interests. The fact that the agreement was supposed to start with the OECD and then spread to poorer nations, simply as a result of those countries depending on investment from OECD members, made the agreement also seem like an attempt to force concessions from the developing world. France eventually decided to withdraw from the draft agreement, effectively killing it (Clarke and Barlow 1997; Henderson 1999)

The following is an illustrative list of these references. They highlight several aspects of the “secret club” rhetoric. First, there is the idea that the OECD lacks transparency, and that agreements will be made behind closed doors, without democratic participation or, indeed, approval by the legislature (in Canada, international treaties or agreements do not have to be ratified by the House of Commons (Hogg 2006). Second, some references underscored the “binding” aspect of any agreements through the OECD. Of course, any international treaty is by definition “binding”, but this critique took on more force when combined with the first point about the lack of transparency. Third, the MAI was painted as an agreement that benefitted investors (i.e., the rich). 

With your permission I will say a word or two as to why I am seeking that emergency debate. This is an agreement which is presently being negotiated in the context of the OECD between Canada and other OECD countries. It is an agreement [multilateral agreement on investment] which when arrived at will bind Canada for 20 years. It will tie the hands of future Parliaments. It is an agreement which has not been debated in the House. (ref. #449, September 25, 1997)

Mr. Speaker, I have the honour to present a petition signed by residents from across Canada who are deeply concerned about the fact that the Government of Canada is currently negotiating an international trade agreement at the OECD called the MAI or the multilateral agreement on investment. The petitioners note that the MAI is fundamentally flawed in so far as it seeks to protect the rights of investors without similar protection for workers. They also note that it is anti-democratic. (ref. #451, March 25, 1998)

In this context, will the Minister for International Trade not recognize that this agreement concocted by the OECD, the club for rich countries, is very likely to penalize the poorest countries and that it would be better therefore to start negotiations afresh under the auspices of the World Trade Organization? (ref. #452, March 26, 1998)

When we talk of the danger of parliamentarians and democratic institutions losing political power this is what we are talking about. We will also oppose having such agreements signed within the OECD, the club of the well-to-do. We cannot let the rich determine the living conditions of all peoples in all countries in the world. Such agreements must include all countries and be discussed within the World Trade Organization. This is the place for such discussion. (ref. #453, April 28, 1998)

The petitioners point out that through this agreement the rights of Canadian citizens and the power of the Canadian government will be greatly suspended and superseded by those of foreign investors and multinational corporations. The petitioners therefore call on parliament to consider the enormous implications to Canada by the signing of the MAI and put it to open debate in the House and place it for a national referendum for the people of Canada to decide. (ref. #456, October 21, 1998)

A classic distillation of these themes, and an astute invocation of emerging global governance regimes that hinge on international governmental organizations like the OECD, was the following, again in the heat of the MAI debate (the intervention, as to be expected, was from an NDP member:

Financial globalization has created its own government. A supranational government with its own machinery, influence networks and means of action. I am talking of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the World Trade Organization (WTO). These four institutions speak with one voice—echoed by almost all of the major media—in exalting “market virtues”. This world government is a power without a society, that role belonging to the financial markets and giant corporations it represents. The effect of this is that real societies have no power. The situation continues to worsen. As the successor to the GATT, since 1995, the WTO has acquired supranational powers and is out of reach of the controls of parliamentary democracy.

Conclusions

The Finnish study pointed out that these arguments about the OECD only work given a set of premises – rhetorical devices, in order to be effective, have to resonate with a wide audience, and that resonance is keyed to certain shared assumptions. Alasuutari and Rasimus identified five premises that serve as foundations for the references to the OECD that they found in Finnish parliamentary documents (Alasuutari and Rasimus 2009: pp. 99-102). The first is the obvious one of the OECD’s image and respectability, itself grounded in the credibility of science and research-based recommendations. The second premise is that the OECD represents the “most dynamic and advanced market economies.” As we noted with the Canadian data, this can sometimes be twisted into a critique – the OECD is a club of rich and privileged nations. The third premise is national pride. Countries seek, in some measure, to emulate (or appear to emulate) OECD standards in order to project an image of competence. The fourth premise is that following OECD recommendations will contribute to economic competitiveness, again because the OECD is perceived to be neutral. Finally, Alasuutari and Rasimus point to the importance of the “modernization framework.” To be “modern” is to be part of an evolutionary process that leads from less to more sophistication and better lives. There are often tensions between the cult of modernity and protecting “life worlds” such as ancient customs, tribal or ethnic particularities, or religious practices, but most state elites feel the gravitational pull of modernity and being part of the modernization process. After all, the antonym of “modern” is “backward.”

The Canadian data demonstrated some additional nuance to both the reference types and, we would argue, to the underlying premises. We noted that in “ranking” references, there is clearly a logic of “leaders and laggards” but also a logic of wanting to avoid being out of the club entirely, since that would place the country among the “less developed” world. As well, there were instances in which Canada was said to be “keeping company” with either leaders or laggards, and we argue that this is a subtle variance of the ranking argument that places a country among sub-groups and therefore hints at some systematic behaviours within those sub-groups. For example, it is one thing to say that a country falls short, say on environmental or human rights policy, and another to say that it is “like China.” 

Almost all the Canadian OECD references echoed the idea that the organization is neutral, objective, and its recommendations based on science. Even more powerfully, the language in the Canadian references points to an “oracular function” wherein the OECD is portrayed as an organization that pronounces or reveals truth. This would be impossible without its scientific credibility, and indeed in the faith in science as a premise, but goes beyond it as a rhetorical device. References to the OECD as an objective source of basic international models was also used by Canadian ministers to portray policy initiatives as simple routine, reflecting standards or models that existed throughout the OECD and hence were unremarkable. As we noted, these references were closely aligned with those that urged adaptation to global trends. In most of these references, the objective seemed to be to minimize national uniqueness and emphasize the overwhelming force of global trends and the consequent need to adapt to them. 

The comparison of Finnish and Canadian parliamentary debates and documents shows remarkable symmetry in the types of references, though we also discovered at least two categories of references (Canada as a global leader through the OECD; the OECD as a secret club) that were distinct to Canada. These differences reflect unique national histories, though the divergence is relatively minimal. The question then becomes why the strong similarities? We offer two conjectures here, which warrant further cross-national research. The first is that, despite historical differences, both Canada and Finland are very similar in terms of levels of development and commitment to the modernization process. These limit the range of rhetorical devices, though there will always be nuance and some original twists to old forms of argument. The second is that they are both members of the OECD, and there is almost universal consensus that they should be, that the OECD is a worthy organization. Unlike the World Bank or regional banks or the IMF, the OECD is not a lender and hence does not get entangled in the problems of conditionality. Moreover, it is not as dominated by the US as are the IMF and the World Bank. There is no sense of a “Paris consensus” that matches the “Washington consensus.” Even though the OECD has been noted for certain biases (e.g., its support for new public management principles, marketization etc.), it seems a more internally differentiated organization that in recent years has taken a less neo-liberal approach to some key policy prescriptions such as child care and job training (Mahon and McBride 2008; Deacon, Hulse, and Stubbs 1997). 

Finally, this comparison illustrates how contemporary modes of global governance can arise without a coordinated set of global, rule-making institutions. The dynamic between the OECD and its member states shows a subtle and constant interplay of national influences on the OECD, projections back to members through the creation of international standards, internalized norms and premises (oddly enough, among both government and opposition parties), and common rhetorical tropes that can lead to remarkable symmetries in national legislation and public policy. The financial crisis since 2008 may have stimulated more conscious coordination through bodies such as the G7, G8 and G20, but these alone would be much weaker without the substratum of governmentality created by organizations such as the OECD.
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� � HYPERLINK "http://www2.parl.gc.ca/search/refine/Advanced.aspx?Language=e" ��http://www2.parl.gc.ca/search/refine/Advanced.aspx?Language=e� 


� A perfect example from Canada comes in recent references to how well the country – comparatively – fared under the financial crisis of 2008. References were constantly made to IMF and OECD reports and comparators. See (Pal 2010).
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