Our opportunity to end poverty -- or fail to even try 
Safety from terror lies in making the world better for all
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A group of young men ages 18 to 25 with beards and long unkempt hair meets in a back room and works long into the night on their mutual passion. Some attended college, others dropped out. They feel that by wiring up a few things just right, they can change the world. 

They sacrifice their social lives to this shared vision. Although their parents and neighbors endorse their work in vague terms, they are worried about the level of passion the young men have. If you flash forward a few years, you find that their wired devices have, in fact, changed the world. 

In most of the world, this is a scary scenario involving suicide bombers. But when I grew up in Silicon Valley in the 1970s, it described the innovators who brought into our daily lives the personal computer, innovative software and the Internet. In spite of having in common a passionate desire to change the world, the chasm separating the lives of religious extremists and Silicon Valley innovators is vast. 

The young men in Silicon Valley believed in what I call the "enlightenment project" -- that scientific and technological advances coupled with democracy and free markets can improve people's well-being. The terrorists also have strong beliefs, but none includes faith in the "enlightenment project" of scientific progress, rational discussion, democracy and capitalism. To the contrary, they feel that these forces will destroy the civilization they value. They perceive science and capitalism as having had no positive effects on the lives of billions of the globe's poor. 

A crucial question facing prosperous nations is how to find safety against such terrorists. Effective security starts this way: When people make bombs to blow up Americans, it's up to their family, friends and neighbors who think this activity is a bad idea to act to stop it. Only when the terrorists' communities oppose their goals can terrorists be thwarted. 

Although some extremists will always find reasons to oppose U.S. policies, they will remain isolated as long as most citizens of the world see that prosperous nations are working to make the world a better place. It is a challenge for prosperous nations to ensure that science and capitalism consistently improve the lives of billions of the globe's poor. Tragically, the terrorists who see the "enlightenment project" doing little to help most of the world often have a point. That is, for roughly half the world, several centuries' progress in the sciences and the reach of free markets have brought neither a consistent improvement in the quality of life nor the promise of a better life for their children. 

To see the scope of this failure, imagine a 747 jet packed almost entirely of babies and young children plunging into the ocean. Next imagine dozens of such planes plunging to a terrible fate in a single day. In fact, that is the world we live in, with two crucial differences. First, preventable infectious diseases such as measles -- not airplane crashes -- are causing most of the deaths in poor nations. Second, the thousands of deaths don't occur just on one day. They occur every day, day after day, year after year, decade after decade. 

But it doesn't have to be this way. Low-cost prevention or cures could avoid most of these tragedies. Start with just measles. In the last decade, millions of children died of measles. However, measles can be prevented with a simple immunization. 

A World Health Organization task force estimated it would cost $30 per person -- the equivalent of 0.1 percent of prosperous nations' income -- to provide a basic set of health services to the poorest people of the world. Hundreds of millions would avoid diseases that -- even when not fatal -- make it harder to grow up well-nourished and make it harder to focus on learning in school. The result is lower productivity and worse health even many years later. 

Unfortunately, in many nations with per capita incomes of only a few hundred dollars per year, adding $30 per person per year is not possible. Thus the prosperous nations of the world need to fill the gap. 

But so far, their priorities are alarmingly mixed up. The prosperous nations have committed to spending 0.7 percent of GDP on foreign aid, but the United States is in the dubious position of giving the smallest portion of its GDP -- 0.15 percent -- to foreign aid. 

Meanwhile, 26,000 U.S. cotton farmers receive $2 billion to $3 billion in government payments -- equal to about half of U.S. aid to all of Africa. European cows, receiving $2.50 a day in subsidies, are richer than one-third of the world's people. The unfettered free market system is no better than government programs, directing more resources to cures for male baldness than deadly epidemics of the poor. 

We are the first generation that can end abject poverty on a global scale. But we are most likely to fail to solve this problem. And given that the cost of basic health care is cheap, the failure is much more likely to be due to low effort than any other cause. That failure would be yet another global tragedy. 
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