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After jobs
dry up,
what then?

Katrin
Bennhold
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LONDON In March 1968, Robert F.
Kennedy spoke about a governing elite
who had lost touch with ordin

pgople and judged the state of the na-
tion by gross national product.

"‘Gross national product counts air
pollution and cigarette advertising, and
ambulances to clear our highways of
carnage,” he said. “‘It counts special
locks for our doors and the jails for the
people who break them”

“Yet the gross national product does
not allow for the health of our children,
the quality of their education or the joy
of their play,” he continued. “It does
not include the beauty of our poetry or
the strength of our marriages, the intel-
ligence of our public debate or the in-
tegrity of our public officials. It mea-
sures neither our wit nor our courage,
neither our wisdom nor our learning,
neither our compassion nor our devo-
tion to our country. It measures every-

thing, in short, except that which
makes life worthwhile”’

Nearly half a century later, that dis-
connect is coming to a head. Economic
growth, even where it looks Impressive,
seems to be creating fewer jobs than in
the past, and for the most part, poorly
paid ones. The main metrics for econom-

IC SuUCcess now appear to be decoupling

| from labor markets, the main source of

income and meaning for citizens.
Nouriel Roubini, a professor of eco-

nomics at the Stern School of Business

at New York University, underlined the

point last week at a London conference

on the future of work. “The share of

labor in the economy is collapsing, and
that will continue,” he said.
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.~ Some speak of a third industrial rev-
lution; others call it the second ma-

ine age. With the processing speed of

mputers doubling roughly every 18

onths and machines becoming ever
marter, paid work for human beings
sould become a lot scarcer — and soon.

- Forty-seven percent of all employ-
ent in the United States is susceptible
automation over the next two de-

des, according to a study by Carl Be-
edikt Frey, an economist, and Michael
. Osborne, an associate professor of

achine learning, at the University of
xford.

- Itis not just truck drivers and tax
reparers who risk losing their jobs,
conomists say. Robots can pick straw-

rries, distinguishing the ripe ones by

ing hundreds of digital photographs
second, and algorithms apparently
ake more objective court decisions

an human judges, who according to a

dy in Israel are more lenient after a
d break.

This hyperdigital age is also creating
some new jobs for humans. Among the
0 fastest-growing job descriptions iden-
lified by Dr. Frey were big data archi-
and i0S developer. But over all, he
said, ‘It seems that job creation is not

Ing to keep pace with automation.”

If so, the disruption will run deep. *““If
there isn't a job for every citizen, then
what does it mean to be a citizen?”’
asked Ngaire Woods, professor of glo-
bal economic governance at Oxford.

Dr. Woods was among those who ‘

mulled an idea developed by the Amer-
ican economist Milton Friedman of a
negative income tax or basic income,
an unconditional sum of public money
that would help those displaced from
the labor market.

- Jeremy Rifkin, author of “The Third
Industrial Revolution,” said a basic in-
come would enable people to volunteer
their time in areas like elder care, child
care, culture and the environment.

““This is not a utopia, it’s a practical
usiness plan for the next step of the
uman journey,” Mr. Rifkin said.

Laura Tyson, a professor at the Haas
chool of Business at the University of

California, said the Nordic countries,
th their flexible labor markets and

generous social safety nets, could be a
odel. But in many countries, that

would require a fundamental rethink of

what and whom governments tax and
of where the tax revenue is invested.

“‘This is about politics and policy,”
she said.

For now, though, politicians have
mostly kept quiet about the prospect of
a structural shortage of decently paid
jobs. :

In Britain, where a general election
looms in May, the policy review chief of
the opposition Labour Party, Jon Crud-
das, recently quoted from the Kennedy
speech and argued that Britain in 2015
was at a similar crossroads.

"“The challenges we face are big, but
our politics are small,”’ Mr. Cruddas said.
“We have stopped asking ourselves the
important question Bobby Kennedy
asked. What makes life worthwhile?”’
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