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Widespread poverty, hunger, and inequality contribute to instability at the local, national and international levels and create national security risks for the United States. Failure to deal with these problems will render current military efforts ineffective in dealing with the threat of terrorism against the United States and other high-income countries. It is also ethically and morally wrong that a large share of the world’s population suffers from poverty and hunger in a world as rich as ours. In addition, global poverty and its consequences are a tremendous human waste, reflected in reduced economic growth and development for all—poor and non-poor.  

No society—national or international—will be secure when material inequalities and material deprivations are as extreme as they now are. People without hope and with little or nothing to lose have little stake in the status quo. They are susceptible to terrorist appeals. As stated by U.S. President George W. Bush: “A world where some live in comfort and plenty while half of the human race lives on less than $2 a day is neither just nor stable” (Office of the Press Secretary, 2001).

We must try to understand the frustration, hopelessness, and anger of the many millions of people who are poor, hungry, and without opportunities to escape poverty. We must then tailor our efforts to assure a stable and secure world accordingly. 

The State of Poverty, Hunger, and Inequality

Poverty, hunger, and inequality cause serious deprivation for more than 20 percent of the world’s population. More than one billion people earn less than a dollar a day. Eight hundred million people suffer from hunger and food insecurity, and one-third of the preschool children in developing countries suffer from malnutrition—causing the death of 5-10 million of these children every year.

The current level of global effort will meet neither the World Food Summit goal of reducing the number of hungry people from 800 million to 400 million by 2015 nor the Millennium Development Goal of cutting in half by that year the percentage of the population that is hungry. Outside China, the number of hungry people in developing countries increased by 40 million in the 1990s. During the same decade, the number of hungry people increased in more than one-half of all developing countries—and only one-third of these countries experienced an improvement (FAO, 2002). A continuation of recent trends will result in more rather than fewer hungry people in the world outside China.

As for global inequality, the richest one percent of the world’s population earns as much as 57 percent of the rest (UNDP, 2002). And relative global income distribution is getting worse. In 1960, average per capita incomes in industrialized countries were nine times the average per capita in sub-Saharan Africa. Today, they are 20 times greater. Between 1990 and 2000, per capita incomes increased by close to $5,000 in high-income countries, but by only $40 in low-income countries. Per-capita incomes decreased by about $20 over the same decade in sub-Saharan Africa.

Links to Instability

There is much evidence that poverty and inequality contributes to national instability and armed conflict (Messer et al., 2001). Large numbers of people who are hopeless and have nothing to lose provide the foundation and the perceived justification for crime, unrest, and other forms of instability—perhaps even revolution, and certainly terrorism. Social injustice provides the foundation or the perceived justification and passion for developing the infrastructure to support terrorism. It is true that terrorists generally are not poor—but they receive their justification and support from widespread human misery and hopelessness, and they thrive in collapsed states. 

The worldwide urbanization of poverty also accelerates the risk of instability. Widely dispersed poor people in rural areas are much less likely to consolidate their power and anger to threaten stability than are high concentrations of urban poor. The urban population of developing countries will double during the next 20 years, and poverty will increasingly move from rural to urban areas (Rosegrant et al., 2002). The relationship between poverty and inequality (on the one hand) and instability and crime (on the other) is already well known in urban settings, and well-off residents of these cities have been spending rapidly increasing amounts of resources on protection over the last 10 to 20 years. For example, some members of São Paulo’s upper class have developed “fortified enclaves”—privatized, enclosed, and monitored spaces for residence, consumption, leisure, and work (Caldeira, 2000). 

But such behavior attacks the symptoms rather than the causes of social injustice and instability. 

Similarly, mobilizing the military in response to international terrorism without at the same time making major gains in the war on poverty, hunger, and related human misery addresses symptoms rather than causes. As illustrated by the atrocities of September 11, it is unlikely that rich societies can insulate themselves from the consequences of collapsed states and extreme human misery and hopelessness elsewhere (Gray, 2002). 

Globalization is upon us for good or evil. With globalization of information, poor and hungry people in developing countries are becoming more aware of how the non-poor in the industrialized countries live. Failure to deal with poverty, hunger, and inequality may push rich countries to adopt measures similar to those adopted by rich people in poor countries—resulting not only in “cities of walls” but “countries of walls.”

The Lack of Accountability

One important reason for increased global instability is that globalization has proceeded faster than the development of appropriate global institutions, leading to international accountability problems. National governments are generally accountable—if at all—only to national constituencies. However, as globalization proceeds, national policy decisions will have increasing and increasingly significant international implications and effects. Weak international democratic processes and poor representation of population groups in these processes add to the lack of international accountability, as does the fact that many national governments do not represent poor people in their own countries.

Poor countries are also inadequately represented in international institutions such as the WTO and the World Bank. Global institutions to help assure accountability of multinational corporations and nongovernmental organizations across national borders are also urgently needed if globalization is to reduce poverty, hunger, and global instability. Street violence is not an effective substitute for such institutions.  

Lack of international accountability is reflected in other ways. For example, targets agreed upon in international declarations are not being met or even taken seriously by many national governments. An ongoing review I am currently doing with the International Food Policy Research Institute (of targets agreed upon at 23 international conferences related to food, agriculture, gender, poverty, population, and the environment) shows that virtually none of these goals is being met. 

What to Do?

First, we need institutional innovation in the international arena that will help assure accountability, participation, and empowerment of the poor. We must also deal effectively with the international spillovers of national actions in such areas as trade, environment, health, security, poverty and hunger, labor and capital flows, technology, drugs, and terrorism.  

Unilateral behavior by nations is incompatible with mutually beneficial globalization. The failure of the United States (and other countries) to join the Kyoto Protocol on climate change and to ratify international treaties on land mines, the international criminal court, chemical and biological weapons, and nuclear proliferation makes it very difficult to achieve international accountability by national governments.

This lack of international accountability is exemplified by the trade-distorting agricultural policies in the United States, the European Union, and Japan. These policies have severe effects on developing countries. Tariffs and other import barriers as well as export subsidies, excessive food aid, and other surplus-disposing and price-depressing mechanisms limit the access of developing countries to industrialized country markets and damage agricultural markets in developing countries. Since 75 percent of the world’s poor and hungry people reside in rural areas of developing countries and depend mostly on agriculture (either directly or indirectly), such trade-distorting agricultural policies contribute to the continuation of poverty, hunger, and hopelessness.

Agricultural subsidies currently amount to roughly $1 billion per day—of which 80 percent is spent in industrialized nations. These subsidies are linked to quantity produced or area used for production—resulting in expanded production and further downward pressures on prices, which in turn lead to trade-distortion. Industrialized nations who wish to transfer income from taxpayers and consumers to farmers and other rural residents should do so in a way that does not distort trade. Alternative approaches include direct payments to rural residents and payments to improve natural resources and rural landscapes.  

Second, developing countries—particularly low-income ones—desperately need to (a) expand investment in the creation of public goods, and (b) improve governance. 

The creation of public goods is key to successful private-sector development, economic growth, and the eradication of poverty and hunger in low-income developing countries. Public investment in agricultural research is especially and urgently needed in these countries. Productivity increases in agriculture are critical for both poverty alleviation and sustainable management of natural resources. Developing countries spend only 0.6 percent of the value of the agricultural output on agricultural research, compared to 5 percent in the United States. While private-sector agricultural research is gaining increasing importance in industrialized countries, public investment is needed to generate the public-goods technologies needed for small farmers in developing countries.
 

Investments are also urgently needed in the rural infrastructure of developing countries, particularly but not exclusively for rural roads. The development of common standards and measures, enforcement of contracts, and a number of other institutional developments are needed to make private markets work in rural areas. In addition, developing countries desperately need to make larger investments in health care, education, and clean water. 

Such investments in the development of the human resource should also be accompanied by policies to assure access by the poor to land, credit, and employment. Results from recent research in China and India conclude that public investment in rural roads, agricultural research, and primary education yielded the highest economic returns as well as the largest impact on poverty alleviation (IFPRI, 2002).  

In addition, good governance is of critical importance to the eradication of poverty and hunger. A move to good governance would include the elimination of corruption and the development of participatory decision-making approaches as well as enhanced political will to deal with the problems of the poor and hungry. Policies to assure property rights and to promote collective action in rural areas are also crucial; such policies help assure that the rural poor have access to land and other natural resources.  

Third, policies and public investments are needed to help people out of hunger and poverty in the short run. 

Such policies should include targeted subsidies and safety nets. Low-income people have very little buffer in the face of adverse developments such as drought, loss of employment, large drops in the prices of the commodities they produce, and illness. Coping mechanisms—such as credit and savings institutions, public works, and other institutions—should be designed and implemented with due consideration to existing social capital. Successful efforts include microcredit schemes for the rural poor in Bangladesh and many other developing countries and food and cash distribution programs in Mexico and several other developing countries.
Fourth, development assistance must be expanded—primarily to assist the poor and hungry to improve their situation, but also to improve national and international stability and to reduce the risk of future terrorism. As former U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright testified recently before the Senate Foreign Relations Subcommittee on International Operations and Terrorism: “Our international assistance programs are not money down a rat hole. They are poison down the snake hole of terrorism; helping to choke off the hatred, ignorance, and desperation of upon which terrorism feeds.”  

More development assistance will also expand mutually beneficial trade. Experience from Southeast Asia shows that rapidly growing developing countries provide very strong markets for U.S. agricultural and nonagricultural goods and services. One can only begin to imagine how U.S. exports and employment could benefit from rapid growth in Africa.

Unfortunately, when measured as a percentage of national income, development assistance given by the United States trails all other OECD countries. While these countries agreed many years ago to provide development assistance in the amount of 0.7 percent of national incomes, the United States currently provides one-tenth of that level. This corresponds to an annual development assistance of $36 for each American citizen. The recent announcement by President Bush to increase development assistance by US$5 billion per year—equivalent to a little less than $18 per American citizen—should be welcomed, and effort should be made to assure that these additional funds (if approved by Congress) will be appropriately targeted for the benefit of the poor and hungry.  

Future development assistance must be targeted on improving the human resource, on increasing productivity in agriculture, on improving rural infrastructure, on access to land, improved governance, and on reducing armed conflict and instability both nationally and internationally. Development assistance should help guide national policies for increased efficiency and improved social justice, and strong efforts should be made to create national institutions that correspond to the needs of true international accountability and participation within a more globalized world. 

Conclusion

Military might alone will not eradicate the threat of terrorism. But removing root causes of instability such as poverty, hunger, and social injustice will reduce the risk of future conflict and terrorism. Dealing effectively with these issues is also the right thing to do from both a humanitarian and an economic point of view.

If the root causes of instability are not effectively dealt with, we will need to invest increasing amounts of money to build both real and virtual walls around us to protect ourselves, much as the rich try to do in São Paulo. But no wall will be high enough or strong enough to assure stability in an unjust world.
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� In some cases—such as the rapid expansion of the use of Bt cottonseed in China, India, and South Africa—technology produced by the private sector for use in industrialized countries may be readily adaptable to the production by small farmers in developing countries. However, this adaptability is likely to be the exception rather than the rule.  
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