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citizens, are obliged to protect and care
for the people in an entirely different
manner than autocracies and dicta-
torships, where such efforts are always
opportunistic and conditional. Treating
human lives as though they matter—
and catalyzing more political voice for
that same sentiment within Russia—
may be a first step in reviving that
country’s democratic project.

—Nicholas Eberstadt is the Henry
Wendt chair in political economy at
the American Enterprise Institute and
senior advisor at the National Bureau
of Asian Research.

Everyone shares a good deal of
cynicism about foreign aid.
Taxpayers in developed coun-

tries complain that aid is often spent
on inflated bureaucracies at home,
that it ends up in the Swiss bank
accounts of dictators of developing
countries, or that it is wasted on use-
less, if well-intentioned, projects.
Governments and citizens in poor
countries resent the use of aid as a
means of buying political support,
their lack of control over it, the devel-
opment fads to which it is subject,
and the administrative burden that
accompanies it.

In response, some critics suggest
we give up on it altogether. But
renouncing essential human soli-
darity is morally unacceptable and
politically risky. It would send a
tremendously negative message to
the world’s poorest people. Others
suggest instead that foreign aid
should be increased several-fold, in

a big push to eradicate poverty
throughout the world. Unfortu-
nately, though, the track record on
the ability either to raise consider-
able amounts of aid money or to
spend it well is less than stellar. 

The solution is an essential reform
of how we allocate foreign aid. First,
a substantial fraction of aid should be
set aside to help countries experiment
and evaluate solutions to the funda-
mental problems of their poorest cit-
izens, using the same level of rigor as
is used for testing new drugs. Most of
the rest (excluding disaster relief)
should be used to support the expan-
sion of those projects that are proven
to be effective. Poor countries demon-
strating the will to implement projects
placed on an approved list should be
entitled to financial support and the
required technical help to do so.
Countries that want money to try
something that is not on the list
should be given access to pilot-
program financing, on the condition
that their evaluation plans are sound,
and that they accept strict monitoring
of its implementation. Indeed, if this
idea were implemented today, a num-
ber of projects would already qualify
for expansion, including presumptive
deworming of all children in affected
regions and incentives for parents to
immunize their children.

Under this proposal, most of the aid
money would be spent on programs
with a proven, transparent record of
success. It would be possible to cal-
culate how many lives a given project
saves, or, say, how many kids are sent
to school, mitigating cynicism both in
rich and poor countries. The arbi-
trariness with which recipient coun-
tries and projects are now selected
would disappear. Funding would be
conditional on actual implementation
of the plans, avoiding waste. This
accountability would justify increasing
aid flows, helping the fight against
world poverty.  

Spending aid effectively and ration-
ally is possible today. Demonstrating
the political will to do so would
restore the confidence the world is
quickly losing. 

—Esther Duflo is Abdul Latif Jameel
professor of poverty alleviation and
development economics at the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology. 

Want to stall global warm-
ing? Feed the poor? Pre-
vent terrorism? If so, your

first instinct probably wouldn’t be to
ask a lumbering bureaucracy, dozens
of countries, and thousands of polit-
ical blocs to accept a single path to
solve the world’s most urgent global
crises. International treaties take years
and, even on the outside chance they
are ratified as originally conceived,
have little guarantee of success. Yet
the U.S. Senate now has the power to
prove an exception to this maxim of
international law. With one vote, it
could enhance environmental stabil-
ity and civil society across the plan-
et. It is time for the United States to
at long last ratify the U.N. Conven-
tion on the Law of the Sea.  

The treaty, which establishes an
international legal framework for
governing the high seas, entered into
force in 1994 and enjoys over-
whelming global support. But until
the United States ratifies it, the treaty
is effectively a dead letter. The orig-
inal objections that delayed ratifi-
cation—largely the provisions on
deep ocean mining—were resolved
long ago, but ratification continues
to be blocked by a handful of con-
servative Republican U.S. senators,
including James Inhofe of Okla-
homa, Jeff Sessions of Alabama, and
Jon Kyl of Arizona, who are preoc-
cupied by narrow and outdated
notions of national sovereignty. 

The issues that the convention
would help advance are becoming
steadily more critical, from the
preservation of fish stocks, to envi-
ronmental protection, and sup-
pression of growing piracy and law-
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