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Travis Bible
The Bottom Billion: Why the Poorest Countries Are Failing and What Can Be Done About It Paul Collier, Oxford Press (2007)

Oxford professor and former World Bank researcher Paul Collier examines why the poorest 58 countries’ economies are failing and how they can escape “poverty traps.”  Africa and central Asia contain the majority of “countries at the bottom that are “falling behind, and often falling apart” (p. 3).  Attacking both the left and the right ends of the political spectrum for being too obtuse, Collier focuses on economic growth, private investment, effective aid and economic diversification as the keys to escaping poverty.  The work consists of five parts.  The first describes the dire situation faced by the bottom billion, next he defines four traps that keep nations poor, he goes on to show how the bottom billion are marginalized in the world economy, part four examines instruments for escape, and he concludes the work with an agenda for action geared towards the G8.  


Collier relies heavily on the mass of technical papers he previously published using data from the World Bank and other international bodies.  To appeal to a wider audience and build a “unity of purpose” he does not present any footnotes, tables, or charts to back up his findings (p. xii).  He does mention the works of economists Paul Krugman and Jeffery Sachs, but thankfully stays away from economic jargon. 


The four traps that keep third world countries from developing according to Collier are conflict, natural resources, geography, and bad governance.  Conflict creates uncertainty for investors, leads to more conflict, destroys infrastructure, and scares off human capital.  Low income, slow growth, and primary commodity dependence all contribute to conflict. Natural resource wealth can lead to “Dutch disease” in which the economy of a nation fails to diversify because its currency rises in relative to other currencies making other exports less competitive on the world market.  Resource wealth also causes or at least contributes to political corruption, which hurts democracy.  Geography, especially proximity to a port, is important because it influences transportation costs.  For landlocked African countries, this problem is especially important; the poor infrastructure of neighbors makes everything more expensive.  Moreover, conflict in a nation’s neighboring country has negative spill over effects such as refugees and strained infrastructures.  The final trap is bad governance in a small country.  Corruption, an over emphasis on military spending, little freedom of the press to encourage checks and balances, and lack of an educated population are the major hindrances presented by this issue.


The global economy presented some important opportunities for the Third World in the past, however their opportunity be the manufactures of the world may have past.  East Asia became the preeminent manufacturing hub for the world, but its “economies of agglomeration” mean that Africa and central Asia may not have the same opportunity for growth for a very long time.  Moreover, Collier points to China’s desperate need for natural resources as one way in which corrupt governments stay in power.  Also, poor countries, he states, shoot themselves in the foot with trade restrictions and regional trade associations.  Trade restrictions keep exports anemic.  While the convergence of the economies with regional trade agreements such as the EU does not apply to Africa.  In order for such arrangements to work you, need wealthy neighbors.

Collier sees aid, military interventions, international law and charters, and trade policies as the four major tools to development.  Aid should go to technical assistance rather than supplemental capital to poor governments’ budgets.  The West should intervene in failing societies too keep them from devolving into costly wars.  Intervention according to him is cheap when compared to cost of letting states fail.  He cites British intervention in Sierra Leone as one successful example, but he fears that the US invasions of Iraq or failed intervention in Somalia edify anti-intervention sentiments.  He goes on to argue for the creation of international arbiters and insurers to encourage private investment in the poorest countries.  Finally, to help the bottom billion, the West must accept goods on preferential terms to protect them from Asian competition. 

Collier characterizes the international bodies like the IMF and the World Bank as “beleaguered efforts to help” the bottom billion (p. 193).  The “minimal state” model promoted by World Bank in the 1980’s for example was not a viable way to turn natural recourses wealth or aid into services for the public interests.  This does not mean however, that he supports heavy state spending for jobs.  For example, he states that Cuba is a low-income economy, with good services, but is behind the rest of the world.  He admonishes NGOs for hating capitalism and refusing to believe that “for the majority of the developing world global capitalism is working” (p. 190).

At times Collier overstates his arguments about what keeps countries poor.  Some of his points such as conflict are obvious, but rely on circular logic: countries are poor because they are at war, but they go to war because they have low income and little private investment.  Additionally his point about bad governance is unclear. If one looks at the “miracle growth of Botswana” they would find that a huge, mostly corrupt, government bureaucracy bolsters the economy (80% of employment is by the state), which is dominated by primary resource dependency (i.e. diamonds).  Moreover, policies to develop a country’s economy must be suitable for a given context; there is no one step cure all from private investment.  It seems unlikely all of the Third World can serve as the manufacturing center for the entire globe.  It may work for Africa, but what about Haiti or Guatemala?  I would argue that Collier is wrong to admonish places like Cuba.  A person marred in poverty with no public services would likely take services over piecework labor (where the human body is simply a replicable cog in the productive process) any day.    

Additionally, capital does not develop evenly over geographic regions.  Investments are in the hands of private tyrannies (multi-national corporations) which Collier would bolster with international insurers and arbiters.  Yes, private investment may bring new wealth to a few, but it would also further entrench economic injustice.  A rising GDP may simply hide economic inequalities at the bottom of societies around the globe.  Poverty is ubiquitous; it spans all boarders and nationalities.  Currently capitalism thrives on exploiting this to find cheap labor.  Collier states that manufacturing sector jobs are “far from wonderful, but they are an improvement on the drudgery and boredom of a small farm, or hanging around on a street corner.”  First, if wealthy countries did not subsidize their farmers then perhaps small farmers could feed their compatriots.  Furthermore, piecework payment often leads one to be physically exhausted and mentally debased.  Perhaps industry wide standards or unions would help to mitigate exploitation.  Lastly, obsession with economic growth has some dysfunctions: environmental destruction, deep economic inequality, and loss of traditional ways of life are just a few.  
A final critique of The Bottom Billion is its enthusiasm for military intervention.  In theory this arguments seem to work well, but Western armies rarely get intervention right.  Interventions ought to provide essential civil and economic services not just soldiers to help maintain order.  It seems that the cumulative approach of this work convolutes some of its findings.  
Collier’s passion to help the poorest billion and his call for a unity of purpose in the West is laudable.  His insight on aid is original and informative.  He argues that it is not how much is given but how and for what purpose it is used. That said, many of his propositions for solutions are questionable at best.     
