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When higher education doesn’t pay: a Caribbean example

By KATHLEEN Q'TOOLE

Superior high schools and universities may be good for
individuals, but they don’t necessarily make a poor country
wealthier. That is one of the surprising lessons to be drawn from
a new comparative study of Caribbean and East Asian nations
by Stanford economist Donald Harris. :

Harris, a specialist in the economic growth of lesser devel-
oped countries in this hemisphere, also finds that the trade pref-

_ erences European nations gave their former West Indian
colonies have done more harm than good.

“ call these trade preferences a perverse incentive,” he
said. “Those are strong words, but I think they are correct n
this case.”

Upgrading school buildings, roads, and facilities for water,
sewage, telephone and electricity doesn’t seem to spur long-
term economic growth in poor countries, the study also found,
if resources are squandered in supporting immediate con-
sumption and lifestyles of the elite rather than on building ex-
port growth. ‘

“Education and other infrastructure is all well and good, but
you have to have something clse, which is investment in ex-
port production via diversification into new lines of tradable
goods and services,” Harris said his comparative data on the

Caribbean and Asia indicate. _

He found that every dollar of foreign investment in the
Western countries he studied produced only 17 cents’ worth
of export growth, whereas the normal payoff expected is 25 to
50 cents. Internal conditions within those countries retarded
their response to changes in global markets, Harris said, and
while he is still working on pinning down those internal fac-
tors, the data are clear enough that he would advise govern-
ments and international aid agencies to change their tactics for
spurring growth in countries like Haiti and El Salvador.

“The key question you have to ask now is how to get the
middle class to come back home or to keep them from fleeing
to Miami in the first place.”

Southern Florida grew rapidly in the '70s and ’80s from the
influx of migranis from El Salvador, Cuba, Jamaica, Venezucla
and Colombia. “These are all countries that had great politi-
cal instability in the *60s and *70s, and as a result, they lost
some of their entrepreneurial class. I think aid programs need
to be longer than iwo years and designed to provide a de-
pendable economic and political base over the next three,
four or five years in order to lengthen the investment horizon
of domestic entrepreneurs,” Harris said.

Many migrants, he points out, have been the “better educated
people and the more savvy in terms of how international mar-

kets and finance work. That is why today you have some of the

maost sophisticated financial firms in the city of Miami most-
1y run by Latins who came from those countries.”

‘While their presence is a plus for the U.S. economy, he said,
it represents a minus for their home couniries, as well as a neg-
ative for regional political stability.

“You don’t want the entrepreneurial class leaving or earn-
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