“Sunday Independent: Short View” 

The Irish policymaking system is far too closed and insulated from critical debate to be able to produce consistently good decisions.  It is surprising then that Minister Eamon Ryan’s response to the recent interventions of academic economists is to berate us for not pointing out “what was going wrong four or five years ago”.  We did, Minister, but we were ignored!  
Then Finance Minister McCreevy used the occasion of the 1999 launch of our book on Irish economic growth to mock our arguments that stabilisation policy must by definition act to dampen rather than support the business cycle.  Two years later, ESRI Professor John FitzGerald and I surprised British Treasury officials, who had expected us to be more chauvinistic, by supporting ECOFIN’s criticisms of McCreevy’s pro-cyclical stimulation of the economy.  The legacy of that approach is that we are now forced into destabilising fiscal contraction.  
Alarmed by the property price bubble and by “decentralisation”, which would further threaten the efficiency of the policymaking system, I used the occasion of an invited address to the Board of Directors of Forfás in 2005 to castigate these elements of government policy, while praising others such as the emerging support for R&D.  Invited to reprise these views at an international conference organised by the Central Bank in 2006, I was able to use the occasion of being seated with the then “Financial Regulator” to voice to him the criticisms that I and others had been making to our Central Bank colleagues of the weak “stress tests” used to assess the supposed stability of the financial system.  
Our criticisms could be ignored because policy advice and decision making takes place behind firmly closed doors.  It must become a more open and competitive “marketplace for ideas” if policies are to be adequately scrutinised.
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