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In my column last week, I said all that I want to say about the silly political conclusions in that Times piece and the Republicans' hypocritical claims about "stability" as a driver of business confidence. What I want to add here is a refutation of the idea that regulation is bad for the economy and that deregulation is therefore good. As I noted above, however, The Times article already does that to a large degree. "There is little historical evidence tying regulation levels to growth." "The evidence is weak that regulation actually reduces economic activity or that deregulation stimulates it." In each case, however, we are then treated to a "but." Immediately following that last quoted disclaimer, for example, we get this: "But business executives are largely convinced that the cost of complying with rules diverts money that could be invested elsewhere." The authors then list all of the reasons that the economy is doing well, none of which have anything to do with deregulation. "But business executives say the Trump administration deserves credit." Get it? It is not that there is any evidence of a real effect, but business types just feel it But surely that must matter, right? The great liberal economist John Maynard Keynes famously said that the "animal spirits" of the captains of industry were a better explanation of swings in business investment than anything else. And The Times thus quotes a liberal economist, Jared Bernstein, who first notes that there is no evidence that deregulation causes growth (which should be the headline, but I digress) but then says this: "What does matter is this idea that confidence matters. If their expectations about the future are positive, then it does make a difference." Has it made a difference? Not at all. Again, the article itself notes that all of the positive economic developments that we can see in the U.S. (developments which, unfortunately, still stubbornly do not include adequate increases in incomes for the non-rich) are extensions of trends that began in the Obama era and are mirrored in Europe and elsewhere. There is no Trump effect in Denmark or Germany. But what if it were true that these newly deregulated business owners and executives would respond to their newfound liberty by expanding their businesses? What if there really were a Deregulation Fairy who granted out wishes for higher GDP if only we agreed to let businesses be giddy about a hyper-conservative deregulatory agenda? Would that not be wonderful? Actually, no. The regulations that Trump is rolling back include things like canceling "several rules approved at the end of the President Barack Obama's term, including a regulation on limiting mining debris in streams, a requirement that broadband providers obtain permission from customers to collect and use online information, and a ban on plastic bottles in national parks." This reminds us that "deregulation" can be merely a euphemism for "making the world dirtier and more dangerous." Again, the article itself tells us as much: "[H]home builders have benefited from the killing of regulations written by the Obama administration, including a rule that broadened the definition of wetlands, which could have restricted home building in certain areas. The National Labor Relations Board also reversed a decision that made builders more responsible for the working conditions of their contractors' employees." So you liked it when Houston flooded due to excessive development, heedless of the effects of overbuilding? You thought it would be great if employers could evade worker safety regulations by turning their employees into independent contractors? Then the Deregulation Fairy is your gal. In the end, even the best version of the pro-deregulation story says that we can trade off our safety and health (and privacy) for an increase in measured GDP. But that merely reminds us how woefully narrow the definition of GDP is. There are intelligent methods to measure the usefulness of regulations and to reject the ones that are a net burden on society. In fact, we have used those methods for years, including under Obama. Trump is getting rid of all that, because Republicans know in their DNA that deregulation is good. Republicans and their business backers want everyone to forget about the consequences of giving them carte blanche with our lives. Just think of the jobs and growth -- which, according to the evidence, are not coming. But even if they do, the trade-offs are not worth it.
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