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The Bottom Billion

] Failin
the Poorest Countries Are g and
e Can Be Done About It What

paul Collier

unk. For forty years the development challenge has beey '

rich world of one billion people facing a poor world of five billion people. Th:,
Millennium Development Goals established by the United Nations, which are designeg
to track deve]opment progress thI‘Ollgh 2015, encapsulate this ﬂllnkmg By 2015, hoy.
ever, it will be apparent that this way of conceptualizing development has becor,
outdated. Most of the five billion, about 80 percent, live in countries that are indeeq
developing, often at amazing speed. The real challenge of development is that there i
a group of countries at the bottom that are falling behind, and often falling apart.

The countries at the bottom coexist with the twenty-first century, but their realiy
is the fourteenth century: civil war, plague, ignorance. They are concentrated in
Africa and Central Asia, with a scattering elsewhere. Even during the 1990s, in
retrospect the golden decade between the end of the Cold War and 9/11, incomesin
this group declined by 5 percent. We must Jearn to turn the familiar numbers upside
down: a total of five billion people who are already prosperous, or at least are on track
to be so, and one billion who are stuck at the bottom.

This problem matters, and not just to the billion people who are living and dying
in fourteenth-century conditions. It matters to us. The twenty-first-century world of
material comfort, global travel, and economic interdependence will become increas
ingly vulnerable to these large islands of chaos. And it matters now. As the botto™
billion diverges from an increasingly sophisticated world economy, integration
become harder, not easier.

[...]

The third world has shr
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o educated. Ym% don’t have to try that hard to ; nt e.cononﬁca]j% and tha
jved this Way. With ha;d work, thrift, ang int&lllfil'laglne this condition _ OHrE:’nPCOPle
out of poverty _unlfass It gets trapped. DCVelopmgence, @ aciety can graduall; :tilm;
rea of academic dispute, with a fairly predic 1 traps have become 4 fas}nonar:lc
Jeny the existence of development traps, ass :
policies will escape poverty. The left tends tq
he erating a poverty trap.
A The concept of a development trap has been aro
V- recently associated with the work of the e :
on the consequences of malaria and other gz;?gi:ifﬁ i:j:;:’;ﬂ has focus.ed
d poor, and because they are poor the potential market for a x.raccine is r:f:tp :ucf;"f““’;s
is valuable to warrant drug companies making the huge investment in researu:llmctllfi:\ltt 13;
necessary. This book is about four traps that have received less attention: the conflict
trap, the natural resources trap, the trap of being landlocked with bad neighbors,
and the trap of bad governance in a small country. Like many developing countries
that are now succeeding, all the countries that are the focus of this book are poor.

Their distinctive feature is that they got caught in one or another of the traps. These
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traps are not inescapable, however, and
free of them and then started to catch up. Unfortunately, that process of catching

up has itself recently stalled. Those countries that have only broken clear .Of the

traps during the last decade have faced a new problem: the global marklet is now
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Sulace their F;oifzt:loe billion mark. Seventy percent of these people are o b
ering :r;UZM are living in countries that have been in one or another of t:t Q‘am
most Afric i

Afyica is therefore the coré of the problem. .

[ ..]the countries of the bottom billion do not.fcrm a group with a cOnvepge,
But want to US€E @ geograpmc label for them I describ t

. l e
:ﬂi’;c:?}; ;.Ii.thwtﬁzl; being places such as Haiti, Bolivia, the Central Agiay co i,

Laos, Cambodia, Yemen, Burma, and North Korea. They all either are gy 0o

the traps or escaped t00 late.

g;;]how have the countries of the botto-n? billion beeg doing? First, COnsider j,
people live, or rather die. In the bottom bﬂ]_lon_l average life expectancy is fifyy
whereas in the other developing countries it is smty-'seven years. Infant mortality _y,
proportion of children who die before their first bl'rthfla_y — 15 14 percent in the bor
tom billion, whereas in the other developing countries it is 4 percent. The Proportigy
of children with symptoms of long-term malnutrition is 36 percent in the bottog
billion as against 20 percent for the other developing countries.

The Role of Growth in Development

Has this gap between the bottom billion and the rest of the developing world always
been there, or has it come about because the bottom billion have been trapped To
find out, we have to disaggregate the statistics that have been used in the pastto
describe all the countries that we label as “developing.” Here’s a hypothetical example.
Prosperia has a big economy that is growing at 10 percent, but the country has only
a small population. Catastrophia is a small economy declining at 10 percent, but ithas
a large population. The usual approach — employed, for example, by the Internationdl
Monetary Fund (IMF) in its flagship publication World Economic Outlook is to averag
figures that relate to the size of a country’s economy. On this approach, Prosperia
large, growing economy skews the average upward, and so in aggregate the (0
countries are described as growing. The problem is that this describes what is goin8
on from the perspective of the typical unit of income, not from the perspective of

typical person. Most units of income are in Prosperia, but most people ar¢ n

C‘atast;ophia. If we want to describe what the typical person experiences in th
tries o ;he bottom billion, we need to work with figures based not on a €
1ncome but on its population. Does it matter? Well, it does if the poorest countr™
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dismisses the poorest countries as unimporta

nt. Th i of their peop
not count for much precisely because they © experiches

.. . :oible.
are poor - their income 18 negllgl

e coutr
(mﬁtf)I J

mdjvidual risks
mdividual fears
in the 1980s th
0.4 percentaye
they had been
Of twenty yeai
People went u
And then camse
the Cold War
wasn't so gold
0.5 percent a-
they had been
|
Think abot
tom billion d
year. So even
gence, not d
the 1980s th
accelerated f
whole, the e
and accelera
ferences bert
cumulate in
most of the
It was nc
and India, t
traps. But
Dl'.he.r coun
prod\lced z
growing ve
tom appe:




The Bottoy, Billioy

when we get the data appropr iately aver,

ed

s rh_at are not plart 0.f the bottom by E) “ What dg e findy T,

Lf?nce J rapid and accelerating growt, i, per ¢ ‘_the mij o 10se develo

ﬂeea .. puring the 1970s they grew at 2 5 o apita incq

dec the 1980s and 1990s their growth o :nt 3; Year,
CCe €rate

205

sodﬂdes C
put how about the bottom billion? | ep’

in the 19808 the performance of the bo

p4percent  year. In absolute terms, by t , declining at

he end of the 19
1 - 80s the were back
they had been 1n 1970. If you had been living in these societiesY over 1:h:tC f:ﬁ ‘;::é;
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of W;zr;?;niez S’and Sg:;iz ;Ce(;riodmm experience was of i.ndivid.ual volatility: some
peop P _ own. There was no society-wide reason for hope
And then came the 1990s. This is now seen as the golden decade, between the endp f
the Cold War and 9/11 — the decade of the cloudless sky and l;ooming markets 0It
wasn't so golden for the bottom billion: their rate of absolute decline accelerated- to
05 percent a year. By the turn of the millennium they were therefore poorer than
they had been in 1970.
(]
Think about what these two sets of growth rates imply. During the 1970s the bot-
tom billion diverged in growth from the rest of the developing world by 2 percent a

year. So even then the main feature of the societies in the bottom billion was diver-

gence, not development. But the situation soon became alarmingly worse. During
4 percent a year, and during the 1990s it

the 1980s the divergence accelerated to 4.

accelerated further to an astonishing 5 percent a year Taking the three decades as a

whole, the experience of the societies in the bottom billion was thus one of maSS‘f\j’e
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nature of the problem is going to become apparent, however, [;.,:,,L.au‘se "
e

that are trapped in stagnation or decline are now pretty well the Poores; c%%
person in the societies of the bottom billion now has an income ¢ sy aro' The m
that of the typical person in the other developing countries, and the o unq Ong
worse with time. Picture this as a billion people stuck in a train that js Pl i Mn'&h
backward downhill. By 2050 the development gulf will no longer b b: Owly m]]fr;
billion in the most developed countries and five billion in the ¢ evelop; Weer, g
rather, it will be between the trapped billion and the rest of humanking g COun%
Eﬂj]the people living in the countries of the bottom billion have been :
another of the traps that I have described [...]. Seventy-three percent of t]luIl o
been through civil war, 29 percent of them are in countries dominateq by th: m ]?3\1
of natural resource revenues, 30 percent are landlocked, resource-scarce polfﬁts
bad neighborhood, and 76 percent have been through a prolonged ped(’)d&nfi in
governance and poor economic policies. Adding up these percentages, YOO bag
realize that some countries have been in more than one trap, either Sil'rlultan:
or sequentially. Ougly
But when I speak of traps, I am speaking figuratively. These traps are Probabi;
unlike black holes, it is not impossible to escape from them, just difficult. Take 5 C
example the trap of bad governance and poor policies, and remember thy ﬂ:
mathematical expectation of being stuck with bad policies is nearly sixty years, Tha
expectation is built up from the very small chance, less than 2 percent, of escaping
from the trap in any single year. But of course that small change implies that period:
ically countries do escape. This is true of all the traps: a peace holds (as is currendy
the case in Angola), natural resources get depleted (as is looming in Cameroor;,
which has nearly exhausted its oil reserves), reformers succeed in transforming gov.
ernance and policies (as is now under way in Nigeria). And such transformations
have implications for the landlocked: as Nigeria turns itself around, Niger, though
still landlocked, is now in a better neighborhood. The focus of this chapter is to ask

=
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what happens next.
You might think that if a country escapes from a trap, it can then start to catch

up — it will begin to grow, and grow pretty fast. The professional term for catch-up’s
“convergence.” The best-studied example of convergence is the European Union
The countries that were initially the poorest members, such as Portugal, Ireland, and
Spain, have grown the fastest, whereas the country that was initially richest, Germany.
has grown slowly, and so the states that make up the European Union have con
verged. That is partly why relatively poor countries such as Poland and the other
countries of Eastern Europe have been keen to join, whereas the countries that ¢
richer than the European Union, Norway and Switzerland, have decided notto do si
Convergence is also working on a global scale: the lower-income countries ar¢ on |

whole, growing faster than the developed countries. People in the developed wofc
are starting to get worried that China is converging on us so fast. The fact thi;zle
countries of the bottom billion have bucked this trend to convergence is ¢ P i
with which I started. And so far my explanation has been that they have been st

one or another of the four traps.

[...]
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Jthough they are growi‘ng, it is at a very sedate pace — much more slowly than th
other developing coulntrles e‘ven during the slow decade of the 197{1;5 Evin ita‘l nt}:eii
gresent growth rate 1s sustained, they will continue to diverge rapidly. It will take
them many decades FO reach what we now consider to be the threshold of middle
icome, and by that time the rest of the world will have moved on.

There is also a yet more depressing variant of the future for these limbo countries:
the traps still await them. As long as they have low incomes and slow growth they
continue to play Russian roulette. Cote d’Ivoire survived low income and slow
gmwth for a couple of decades but then fell into conflict as the result of a coup.
7imbabwe survived the same and then fell into bad governance. Tanzania, currently
among the most hopeful low-income countries, is about to become resource-rich
due to new discoveries of gas and gold. Malawi grew remarkably well for the first
decade of its independence, considering that is landlocked and resource-scarce, but
then its neighbors fell into the conflict trap and, being dependent upon them, it t00

began to decline. And so a miserable but possible scenario is that countries in the bot-
tom billion oscillate between the traps and limbo, perhaps switching in the process

from one trap to another.
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