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An Open Letter to Public Officials: Beware of Overzealous Antitrust
Policies

We, the undersigned economists, write to express concern regarding the
government’s approach toward antitrust and competition policy, embodied most
recently in the Federal Trade Commission’s (FTC’s) ongoing investigation of Google.
We urge public officials to be wary of antitrust activities that do not focus on real
harm to consumers.

America’s business landscape is scarred with numerous antitrust
enforcement actions that have: deprived consumers of choices, stripped
entrepreneurs of their freedom to innovate, denied workers and shareholders
opportunities to build wealth, enriched competitors whose key attribute is political
clout, drained “defendant” companies of capital due to legal expenses, and thwarted
potential growth in the economy. Indeed, many firms probed under the
government’s criteria for “concentration” and other perceived ills have been
relegated to much less dominant market players before antitrust proceedings
against them were completed.

Whether they have afflicted traditional manufacturers or high-tech firms,
antitrust policies have too often failed to recognize the proper limits of
government’s role in overseeing competition. The result is an arbitrary, conflicted
message to the risk-takers who are crucial to our nation’s economic dynamism at
home and abroad: be productive and creative, but not so productive and creative
that competitors and bureaucrats find it in their interest to undermine you. As
former FTC Chairman Tim Muris noted in The Wall Street Journal in 2010:

Competitor complaints are driving recent EU investigations into companies
that include Qualcomm, Google, Oracle and IBM. Competitors can provide
valuable information about marketplace realities, but they have every
incentive to misuse the government to obtain an advantage that is otherwise
unattainable.

Google, with its popular online search engine, is the latest target of regulators
claiming to be acting in consumers’ interests, even though barriers to entry into the
search market are exceedingly low and Google’s competition is but one click away
for online users.



Furthermore, such competition can come from many different directions, not
just among similarly structured companies in a given sector. Any search engine’s
business model faces competitive challenges not only from other search engines, but
also from social networks such as Facebook, mobile-phone applications, and a
variety of other advertising platforms.

Perhaps most alarming is the notion that Washington can engineer a
“remedy” in this case that is superior to the equilibrium markets will find. There is
even discussion over rules dictating how search results “should” appear to a user.
Micromanagement to this degree deserves neither a place nor a precedent in our
economy.

Regardless of the particular firm under the government’s scrutiny, the harm
and uncertainty posed to businesses from excessively broad interpretations of
antitrust laws are significant. These destructive and ill-fated actions imperil the
economy at an especially delicate and pivotal point in its progress toward recovery.
Policymakers should instead deploy their talents on restructuring our broken,
burdensome regulatory and fiscal management systems in order to foster strong
competition and economic growth into the future.
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