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Sachs, Jeffrey. The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time. 

New York: Penguin Press, 2005.


Modern economist and professor, Jeffrey Sachs, wrote The End of Poverty as a supplement to his work with the United Nations chairing the Millennium Project.  He writes the book as an autobiography outlining his work over the past three decades.  He cites his successes with “shock therapy” over hyperinflation in post-communist Europe and Asia as proof that his approach to economic reform works.  In addition, he works to convince his readers that the solution to Africa’s extreme poverty is curable by 2025 in three stages.


The book, though not officially, is separated into three distinct sections.  The first outlines his theories of the past two centuries of economic development and why some places were overlooked in the growing, global prosperity.  He asserts that China, India, Europe and Japan all had similar income levels throughout their populations two hundred years ago, and that poverty was not what it is now.  While this may seem incorrect in the way he states it, one believes he is meaning to address the separation of the poor from the rich throughout the age of industrialization before smaller percentages of the population began to separate financially from the middle classes rapidly towards the end of the nineteenth century.  Sachs believes the Industrial Revolution allowed for new technologies and market forces to advance Great Britain beyond any other society at the time.  The new industrial age would slowly appear throughout the rest of the world, but those directly influenced by the British Empire saw first hand how global power shaped economies.  This era was also the beginning of the modern poverty trap that Sachs refers to frequently.


The second section of the book details the assignments towards the end of the Cold War.  Sachs advised Bolivia in the 1980s in its period of hyperinflation, Poland during its move from Communism to Capitalism, Russia, China, and India.  In each of the places he advised, his approach to modernizing economies and stabilizing markets made him more confident in his shock therapy approach.  Sachs saw the IMF and other international forces calling for debt payments as countries escaped from the former Soviet bloc.  He worked to lobby the IMF to forgive the debts in order to help the new countries development internally.  This makes sense, why have an indebted, poor country begin to repay loans as it arises.  His methods for currency stabilization at the separation of the Soviet Union into fifteen successor states failed, he believes, because it was 1992, an election year in the United States.  Because the IMF and the United States would not work with his lobbying, he believes Russia and its former states began rampant inflation that would not be cured for many years.  A shared Soviet-era ruble for currency later on was pinpointed as the main reason for the slow start in the new countries.  His overarching point in the second section remains, however, how his approach to stabilization and modernization of economies is essential for modern development of a state.


The last third of his book deals with Africa and the Unite Nation’s Millennium Project.  Upon touring African nations, Sachs noticed that nowhere else in the world had extreme poverty become normal.  He began in his introduction talking about the plausible end of poverty because of our generation’s abilities.  Africa is where Sachs wants western wealth to combat poverty.  In FY 2005 when he wrote The End of Poverty, foreign aid to Africa was roughly $50 billion a year.  He wanted a doubling of this figure immediately for FY 2006 and a gradual doubling of that figure by 2015.  He believes foreign aid would fill a gap between countries’ needs and what it could afford.  His work within the UN’s Millennium Project has been rebuked by many other economists because of its lack of suggestions for overcoming fifty-year old problems of getting foreign aid to the people who need it.  However, he does address a multitude of problems facing Africa.


The region does not have household savings because of chronic hunger thereby all income must be used to survive.  There is an absence of trade due to lacking infrastructure and geographic locations of the population who are far from water, possible sea port areas; ultimately the populations are in the highlands.  Epidemics are exacerbated in extreme poverty, and population growth is off the charts in most African nations while life expectancy is far below the global average.  Sachs believes when poverty is extreme, the impoverished cannot get out of their station--a poverty trap.  Illiteracy is perpetuated by a lack of schools, hunger by lack of fertile soil or trade routes, capital lacks because any is spent on survival so there is no room to grow beyond poverty.  This trap is an epidemic in itself and the root cause of problems in Africa according to Sachs.  Additionally, he does incite the age of slavery and imperialism as social limitations on the earlier times of the Industrial Revolution.  By 2005, African nations simply cannot compete, nor even catch up with the modernized world because they have been trapped in destitution.


Foreign aid is the solution to beating the trap and establishing societal systems that can progress and compete in a modern world.  Sachs wants every country capable to raise its foreign aid to Africa to the equivalent of seventy cents per one hundred dollars by 2015.  This increase from the seven cents - fifteen per hundred would be enough to stop extreme poverty by 2015 so that the remaining decade of his Millennium Project time can be spent creating modern economies and developing Africa.  This point is where Sachs becomes unpopular.  Foreign aid alone has been on the rise especially during the second Bush administration.  Where at the turn of the century foreign aid to Africa was so miniscule many conservatives wanted to cancel it all, FY 2006 - FY 2009 budgets have significantly risen.  Is it yet to the point Sachs believes is necessary? No, however, countries such as Canada who began an identical project in 1975 do not meet their own amount per hundred dollars.  Where Sachs goes wrong, one believes, is overlooking the power of private partnerships who are more capable than any government of donating.  While he obviously has begun working closely with celebrities and organizations such as Clinton and Carter, the private sector approached him, not vice versa.  


Another significant problem with using foreign aid is distribution.  Corruption in ruling regimes of many African states does not get the money where it’s intended.  Sachs refutes this both by stating that one country’s corruption is not reason enough to withhold funding for its neighbor and by asserting aid given in assets for the poor can keep money from those who would use corrupt practices to embezzle foreign aid.  He gives the examples of vaccinations and mosquito nets.  The nets cost roughly five dollars and if distributed by private parties of good governments can improve the health of millions.  However, curing the region of malaria will not alone lead impoverished to prosperity.  Sachs therefore asserts that all of his plans must be implemented incrementally in steps from 2005 to 2015, and 2015 to 2025 in order to see the end of poverty.  The greatest forces working against Sachs is history of such efforts which he has copied.  All of the plans he pursues were championed in the 1950s and failed.  Again in the 1970s Canada promoted an identical approach to ending extreme poverty, and we see decades later even those powers who propose solutions do not implement policies necessary for such a “big push.”


Whether walks away from the book cynical, depressed, or hopeful, Sachs The End of Poverty, is a worthy read for realizing the extent of extreme poverty.  No one can fault him for being idealistic, but overnight, drastic exponential increases for foreign aid budgets do not occur.  Nonetheless, Sachs does show that this generation has the economic possibilities of, if not ending, shrinking the numbers of those extremely impoverished.

