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The recent skewering of the Vancou-
ver Stock Exchange by PrimeTime Live
on the ABC-TV network sent a whole
lot of people running for cover, and
probably cost a few stockbrokers their
careers. But somehow, | don't think it
really surprised anyone. VSE president
Don Hudson's remark about sums it
up: "l think,” he said, “they have not
really come forward with anything we
have not heard before.”

| have to agree with him. The VSE is
a small stock exchange, and it oper-
ates under the same basic set of rules
as the big ones in New York, Tokyo
and London. The only differences | see
are that what's at stake in the opera-
tions of the VSE is relatively small po-
tatoes, and so the intent of the opera-
tion, and the abuses, are a little easier
to see.

What I'm saying is that we're asking
the wrong questions. Can anybody out
there tell me just exactly what the
stock market does for us? | don't mean
that | need an explanation of the inter-
nal rules and regulations, or how it
creates and destroys wealth or how it
affects our political and monetary sys-
tems. My question is a moral question,
not a technical one. What good does it
perform? Sure,it makes some people
rich (usually people who are idiotically
wealthy to begin with). It is a repository
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This would involve
closing the existing
Sfacilities and
making stocks,
bonds and
speculative
purchases of foreign
currency obtainable
only in one oi two
dark alleys in the
roughest section of
each city. No police
personnel would be
allowed inside a
two-block radius...

for pension funds and other socially
inert capital, and it enables large cor-
porations to devour smaller ones.

| suppose it is also an educational
device to teach small investors how
much more stupid they are than larger
investors with insider information.

And certainly, it gives the press and
media a chance to follow people like
financier Murray Pezim around. (What
does it mean when a man like Mr.
Pezim becomes a cultural hero and a
media oracle?) But what good does the
stock market really perform?

For the life of me, | can't see what
good the stock market is. If you look at
them askance, our stock markets along
with the activities of currency specula-
tors, are major contributors to
economic instability and are at best a
source of unproductive wealth. In both
speculators bet on the productivity and
economic luck of direct participants in
the economy. In many cases — prob-
ably the majority — they end up lim-
iting or destroying entreprenurial ener-
gies by subjecting them to extremely
short-term profitability demands.

The stock markets — it doesn't mat-
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ter which one — are fundamentally
amoral or immoral activities, and their
activities, as the junk-bond scandal in
the United States indicates, charac-
teristically hopscotch back and forth
across the borders of legality | have a
couple of suggestions. They won't
change the basic purpose of the stock
market, but they will at least address
the, contribution to economic stability
and to the vitality of the economy of
this and related financial instituions.
Let's make them semi-legal.

This would involve closing the ex-
isting facilities and making stocks,
bonds and speculative purchases of
foreign currency obtainable only in one
or two dark alleys in the roughest sec-
tion of each city. No police personnel
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would be allowed inside a two-block
radius of the new stock markets, and
of course, we'd have to make it a rule
that all purchases must be in cash.

This would serve to make investors
take some real risks — only fair, since
that's what they're constantly congratu-
lating themselves for doing. It would
also, of course, provide new and ongo-
ing mechanisms for the redistribution of
wealth from the rich to the poor and be
a boon to local entrepreneurs.

Stocks in private hospitals, security
firms and possibly funeral homes
would skyrocket. The long-term bene-
fits would be greater economic stabitity
and smaller-scale economic endeavors.

I'm only half-joking about all this.
The truth is that it may have possibili-
ties. Right now, the VSE, has a credi-
bility problem. When the investigations
arising out of the current scandals
begin, it may have, what with all the
stockbrokers splattering themselves on
the sidewalks, a sanitation problem.

These suggestions don't offer a
happy ending, just the comforts of
being real. It's more consolation than
the VSE is likely to get elsewhere.

Vancouver-based Brian Fawcett, a
former Prince George resident, writes a
weekly column for the Toronto Globe
and Mail.
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