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The Truth-O-Meter Says:

Chile ranks third internationally in economic
freedom, while the U.S. ranks 17th.
Glenn Beck on Friday, January 15th, 2010 in a video blog post

Beck says Chile easily tops U.S. in "economic
freedom" rankings

Chile, an eager adapter of free-market
principles in Latin America, has long been
a favorite of economic conservatives.
Recently, a decision by the Organization
for Economic Cooperation and
Development -- the club of rich nations --
to invite Chile to become a member has
become, for many on the right, symbolic
of how adhering to free-market principles can vault former Third World countries into economic
affluence.

In a video blog post dated Jan. 15, 2010, conservative TV and radio host Glenn Beck
championed Chile as a nation no longer "struggling with poverty," having overcome a
reputation for corruption and bureaucracy through such policies as freer labor markets and
lower taxes.

In addition to citing the OECD invitation, Beck pointed to its high standing in recent
international ratings of "economic freedom."

"They ranked 71st of 72 in 1975 in a study of economic freedom in the world," Beck said in his
video blog post. "Now, in that same study, they rank third. The U.S. is ranked 17th."

We wondered whether Chile is really that far ahead of the U.S. in "economic freedom," so we
looked at the data.

We located an editorial in Investor's Business Daily -- a leading voice for free-market capitalism
-- that appears to be the source of Beck's statistic.

The editorial, published Dec. 4, 2009, was later picked up by a smattering of conservative
bloggers on its way to Beck's desk. The editorial said in part, "In the Cato Institute's 1975
Economic Freedom of the World Report, [Chile] ranked a wretched 71 out of 72 countries
evaluated. Today it's a different country altogether. Embracing markets has made it one of the
most open economies in the world, ranking third on Cato's index, just behind Hong Kong and
Singapore." Later on, the editorial added that the United States "ranks just 17th on Cato's
2009 Index of Economic Freedom."

However, if you look at the 2009 Economic Freedom of the World study by Cato -- a libertarian
think tank in Washington -- the numbers were actually different. Hong Kong and Singapore did
indeed rank 1 and 2, respectively, but then came New Zealand and Switzerland before Chile
at No. 5. In the No. 6 spot, behind by a fraction of a point, was the United States. So while it's
true that, by Cato's reckoning, Chile ranked ahead of the United States, it was less of a
blowout than Beck or IBD indicated.

We also looked at the two prior years' Cato studies to make sure that Beck wasn't simply off
by a year. That wasn't the case. In the 2008 study, Chile ranked No. 6 with the United States
at 8, in a two-way tie with Australia and once again behind by a fraction of a point. And in the
2007 study, the United States actually ranked higher than Chile. The United States was tied
for fifth while Chile was tied for 11th.

One of the co-authors of Cato's 2009 study -- Joshua Hall, a Beloit College economist -- also
confirmed to PolitiFact that the United States has never ranked as low as 17th in all the years
that study has been conducted. Another co-author, James Gwartney, a Florida State University
economist, confirmed that Beck was correct in saying that Chile ranked 71st out of 72
countries in 1975.

In the meantime, we also looked at whether Beck (or IBD) had mistaken the Cato study for a
different report. As it happens, there are at least three other studies that attempt to rank the
nations of the world based on "economic freedom" or a similar yardstick.

The Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank in Washington, publishes an annual Index
of Economic Freedom. In 2009, the United States ranked sixth in its study while Chile ranked
11th.

The World Economic Forum, a Geneva-based international organization, publishes an annual
Global Competitiveness Index. Its 2009-10 ratings peg the United States at No. 2 and Chile at
30.

Finally, the World Bank publishes an annual "Doing Business" ranking that seeks to measure
which countries have a regulatory environment "conducive to the operation of business." In
this tally, the United States finished fourth overall with Chile 49th.
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Given these ratings, it would seem unlikley that Beck or IBD could have accidentally been
referring to any of these studies.

However, we would be remiss if we failed to add that, despite the apparent flub on reporting
the rankings, Beck's overall assessment of Chile's recent economic history is largely accurate.

We spoke with three experts on Latin American economics and politics who work with centrist-
to-liberal think tanks -- Julia Sweig of the Council on Foreign Relations, Andres Martinez of the
New America Foundation and Leonardo Martinez-Diaz of the Brookings Institution -- and they
agreed that there is a broad ideological consensus on Beck's two key points: Namely, Chile
has improved its economic position in recent years and that free-market policies can take
some of the credit.

"If trends continue, Chile will soon be considered one of those rare countries that has
graduated out of the developing world, according to plenty of living-standard indices," Andres
Martinez said. "The country is also the poster child for those who believe globalization and
free trade can lift living standards, as Chile's economic course has long been anchored in its
free-trade agreement with the U.S. and its dynamic export sector. It also stands out among
South American countries in that its governing socialists have pragmatically been the ones
embracing this pro-business, market-oriented economy."

So while there is some truth to Beck's underlying point that Chile has improved its economic
freedom, he's wrong to portray Chile as ranking far ahead of the United States. By several
measures, the United States ranks significantly higher than Chile; in one, Chile is slightly
ahead.

So we find his claim Barely True.
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