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OPINION 

company's own management for one and a consortium 
including a coal-mining trades union. The outcome is 
likely to be a hasty and unseemly auction of an important 
industrial asset in which taxpayers - the true owners -
will be short-changed. 

The question of how matters might have been diffe
rently arranged may now be academic at least as far as 
the British industry is concerned. But it was plainly from 
the start mistaken to suppose that splitting the national 
generating business into two would by itself create the 
competitiveness the industry needs; the decision that, in 
future, anybody who wishes to build and operate a gen
erating plant may do so would have been a sufficient 
guarantee of that. But the mere notion that the generating 
companies should be sold off at a fixed time (next spring) 
has enabled potential purchasers to talk down the value of 
the assets on sale (which is why the nuclear generating 
plant was taken out of National Power). It would have 
been much wiser to have constrained the monopoly pow
ers of both the distributors and the generators of 
electricity, to have left the National Grid with the gener
ators and then to have sold shares in the companies 
piecemeal, as the markets were able to absorb them. 

Lesson 
What can would-be privatizers elsewhere learn from all 
this? The most immediate lesson is that the sale of public 
assets is never simple. The most conspicuous difficulty in 
Britain stems from the conflict between the need to sell 
assets successfully and the need to maximize the selling 
price, which has revenue implications. The present Brit
ish government, which has a long list of further privatiza
tions in its sights (coal mining and railways, for example) 
would be well advised to make the sale of public assets 
more a matter of routine. The occasional bouts of hoopla 
attending the sale of nationalized industries in the past ten 
years may have entertained (and enriched) the City of 
London, but the transfer of ownership of these important 
businesses could have been more profitably and effi
ciently arranged if the sale process had been more gra
dual. 

Although circumstances in Eastern Europe are very 
different, some of the same considerations apply. The big 
difference is that most Eastern European public assets are 
internationally unprofitable, and are unlikely to excite 
the interest of either local or foreign investors. Events 
may well show that those assets cannot be sold at all, in 
which case they will eventually have to be allowed to 
collapse. But there is a danger that nationalized industries 
that are successful, the Skoda works in Czechoslovakia 
for example, will be sold too cheaply to overseas interests 
because the governments concerned are over-eager for 
outside management experience and even for guaranteed 
markets in the West. There, as in Britain, there is a case 
for selling these assets gradually, in such a way that their 
true value can be determined by the market on the basis 
of trading in a small proportion of their shares before the 
whole enterprise is put on the block. D 
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To go or not to go 
The National Academy of Sciences finds China too much 
of a puzzle. 

THE US National Academy of Sciences Committee on 
Human Rights seems determined to tie itself in knots over 
the question of whether scientists should accept invitations 
to visit the People's Republic of China. The academy 
is right to think it important that, given the Tiananmen 
Square incident and its aftermath, people should ask 
what they can do to express effectively their outrage. The 
question is a vexed one, but not as vexed as the academy 
tries to make it: but there must surely be a better way of 
coming to a conclusion than supplying pairs of answers, 
each negating the other. 

At one time or another, the reader of "Considerations 
Regarding Individual Scientific Visits to the People's Re
public of China" will learn that outside pressure, such as 
may be applied by refusing an invitation and protesting to 
the Chinese government, may meet "with a measure of 
success"; or, on the other hand, may "strengthen conser
vative hardliners and weaken moderate reformers ... ". 
Chinese professors are variously said to be "anxious to 
receive correspondence and visits from their foreign col
leagues", and likely to see a visit as an expression of "an 
insensitivity" to their plight. Even the question of safety is 
plagued with contradiction; the ending of martial law 
"may help to reduce further tensions"; but, on the other 
hand, "new violence could follow". In a nutshell, the 
academy concludes, "there are persuasive arguments on 
both sides of the question." 

What sort of conclusion might be offered? The 
academy seems to hesitate between two views; that sci
entists should either go and look for ways to protest 
about human rights abuses while they are there (and after 
they come back), or not go and write to the Chinese 
government to protest. But surely the academy can 
adopt a more hard-nosed approach than this? The ob
vious factor that has been left out of this equation is the 
opinion of the Chinese themselves. Not the opinion of the 
politicians currently in power in China that is, but that of 
the people who are at risk. During every period of dis
turbance in China since the revolution, it has always been 
academics, including scientists carrying out basic research 
without political implications, that have suffered the 
most. It was true at the end of the 'Hundred Flowers' 
movement in the late 1950s, and more so again during the 
Cultural Revolution when two-thirds of the staff of the 
Chinese Academy of Sciences were removed from their 
posts. If any group should have a say in the actions of 
colleagues abroad, surely it is the people who have most 
to lose, or gain, from foreign help. Would it be too simple 
a solution to the academy's dilemma to ask of visitors to 
China that they stop wrestling with their consciences and 
say to their hosts, "Tell me, what is the best thing I can do 
to help you?". D 
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