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Real Goals to Empower the Developing World
Alternatives to the U.N.’s Agenda for Sustainable Development

By Iain Murray

Executive Summary
The United Nations is soon due to replace its ambitious
Millennium Development Goals with a new set of far
more extensive and even more ambitious Sustainable
Development Goals. However, the U.N.’s approach
suffers from some major flaws. Instead of setting
targets, the world should adopt strategies that have
proven to deliver a healthier, greener, and more
prosperous planet—strategies that also improve
the resiliency of communities to whatever nature
throws at them.

The U.N.’s approach is flawed because it focuses on
simply announcing a slew of targets that are unlikely
to prove achievable, especially as there are tradeoffs
involved in meeting some targets over others.

Moreover, the U.N.’s emphasis on “sustainability,”
as generally defined among development bureaucrats
and NGOs, imposes significant burdens on developing
countries’ freedom and ability to achieve the rapid
increases in human welfare that were the target of the
original Millennium goals.

The U.N. also ignores the lesson of the most successful
developing economies. For instance, Hong Kong and
Singapore followed a proven path to prosperity that is
centered on principles that have significantly increased
the resiliency of their societies.

We therefore recommend five realistic goals that
developing world economies should pursue. They are:

1. Secure Property Rights.Markets, the source of
wealth and prosperity, are impossible without security
in property rights. Governments should make it their
first priority to ensure that property rights are recognized

and respected. The Arab Spring began because small
businessmen were constantly having their merchandise
and tools of their trade expropriated by officials. Land
titling is one important means of securing these rights.
Common property rights should also be officially
recognized and reformed. New technologies such as
the Blockchain can help to secure these rights.

2. Secure the Rule of Law. The rule of law reduces
arbitrariness in government that can be a huge drain
on an economy and human dignity. Research has found
that improvements in the rule of law can empower the
disadvantaged and help unleash entrepreneurial spirits
even among the most previously oppressed peoples. A
secure rule of law also reduces corruption. Technology
can help deliver this goal, as has been seen in
e-governance projects in India. Finally, charter cities
can help deliver a “new start” to governance.

3. Ensure Access to Affordable Energy. Affordable
energy is key to unleashing human potential, but the
U.N.’s emphasis on sustainability perversely increases
energy costs. Increased energy costs are an especially
severe problem for the poor, who spend a larger share
of their income on necessities like energy, shelter, and
food. Higher energy costs are also associated with
worse health outcomes. Thankfully, technological
innovation in fossil fuel extraction has recently
reduced energy costs, while reducing emissions in the
developed world. Developing countries should allow
and encourage use of these technologies to develop
their own energy sectors. Distributed renewable energy
has a small but limited role to play, but investments in
advanced traditional energy can deliver much greater
benefits to developing nations.
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4. Ensure Access to Capital and Credit. Access to
capital is important to unleashing “the fortune at the
bottom of the pyramid.” Credit allows those who have
capital to share its benefits with those who do not, to
mutual advantage. As noted, land titling process can
provide access to capital, but there are other forms as
well. Microsavings, microinsurance, and microloans
are all important and are made possible and more
accessible by modern communication technology,
which lowers transaction costs to unprecedentedly low
levels. By some estimates, there is an economy of at
least $13 trillion locked up that just needs to be freed
up to allow it to benefit its owners.

5. Allow Markets in Education. The U.N. wants
developing countries to provide free universal
education. This emphasis on price is unnecessary.
Recent research has shown that low-cost private

education is available in many parts of the developing
world, and that its quality outstrips that of supposedly
free government schools. Moreover, these schools
are helping to achieve gender equity, and are
cost-effective and financially sustainable. They are
accountable to parents, and parents generally prefer
them even when cost is taken into account. Concerns
about affordability are unfounded.

Taken together, these coherent principles will allow
for a much stronger, prosperous, and more resilient
planet than the bundle of often contradictory targets
advanced by the United Nations and other
“sustainability” advocates. An agenda that empowers
people rather than bureaucrats, building a resilient and
truly healthy society in the process, is the best way to
achieve human health and flourishing.
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Introduction
In the year 2000, the United Nations
adopted a set of eight goals and 21
targets for developing nations in its
Millennium Declaration, intended to
provide a policy blueprint to help
the world’s poor secure the values
articulated in the declaration—freedom,
equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect
for nature, and shared responsibility.1

The eight goals are as follows:

1. To eradicate extreme poverty
and hunger

2. To achieve universal primary
education

3. To promote gender equality
4. To reduce child mortality
5. To improve maternal health
6. To combat HIV/AIDS,
malaria, and other diseases

7. To ensure environmental
sustainability

8. To develop a global partnership
for development 2

The goals had specific subgoals, with
very specific metrics to assess their
success, such as: “Reduce by three
quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the
maternal mortality ratio.”3

Progress toward meeting the goals has
varied considerably among nations.
However, rather than reassess the
world’s uneven progress to date, this
year, the United Nations is set to
announce a successor to its Millennium
Development Goals. This new set of

goals, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, will be aimed at fostering
“sustainable development” across the
underdeveloped world. The agenda is
ambitious:

We resolve, between now and
2030, to end poverty and hunger
everywhere; to combat inequalities
within and among countries; to
build peaceful, just and inclusive
societies; to protect human rights
and promote gender equality and
the empowerment of women and
girls; and to ensure the lasting
protection of the planet and its
natural resources. We resolve also
to create conditions for sustainable,
inclusive and sustained economic
growth, shared prosperity and
decent work for all, taking into
account different levels of
national development and
capacities.4

These ambitions translate into 17
specific goals, each with a large
number of sub-goals and targets:

• Goal 1. End poverty in all its
forms everywhere

• Goal 2. End hunger, achieve
food security and improved
nutrition, and promote
sustainable agriculture

• Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and
promote well-being for all at
all ages

• Goal 4. Ensure inclusive and
equitable quality education and
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promote lifelong learning
opportunities for all

• Goal 5. Achieve gender equality
and empower all women and girls

• Goal 6. Ensure availability and
sustainable management of
water and sanitation for all

• Goal 7. Ensure access to
affordable, reliable, sustainable,
and modern energy for all

• Goal 8. Promote sustained,
inclusive, and sustainable
economic growth; full and
productive employment; and
decent work for all

• Goal 9. Build resilient infra-
structure, promote inclusive
and sustainable industrialization
and foster innovation

• Goal 10. Reduce inequality
within and among countries

• Goal 11.Make cities and
human settlements inclusive,
safe, resilient, and sustainable

• Goal 12. Ensure sustainable
consumption and production
patterns

• Goal 13. Take urgent action to
combat climate change and its
impacts

• Goal 14. Conserve and
sustainably use the oceans,
seas and marine resources for
sustainable development

• Goal 15. Protect, restore and
promote sustainable use of
terrestrial ecosystems,
sustainably manage forests,

combat desertification, and halt
and reverse land degradation
and halt biodiversity loss

• Goal 16. Promote peaceful and
inclusive societies for sustainable
development, provide access to
justice for all, and build effec-
tive, accountable, and inclusive
institutions at all levels

• Goal 17. Strengthen the means
of implementation and revitalize
the global partnership for
sustainable development[.]5

The meeting where the agenda will be
endorsed will be addressed by Pope
Francis, who is expected to echo
themes of sustainability explored in
his recent encyclical letter, Laudato Si’.
The letter, subtitled in English as Care
for Our Common Home, opens with a
cry to honor our “Sister, Mother Earth”:

This sister now cries out to us
because of the harm we have
inflicted on her by our irresponsible
use and abuse of the goods with
which God has endowed her. We
have come to see ourselves as her
lords and masters, entitled to
plunder her at will. The violence
present in our hearts, wounded
by sin, is also reflected in the
symptoms of sickness evident in
the soil, in the water, in the air
and in all forms of life.6
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This belief that use of natural resources
involves “plunder” that causes
“sickness” in the Earth drives the
principle of “sustainability” that is
central to the U.N.’s professed
development goals. Of course, the Earth
is not a living being, and cannot be sick
in any medical sense. Therefore, the
real question that should concern us
regarding the well-intentioned U.N.
goals is whether “sustainability” helps
or hinder human welfare.

Sustainability per se is a laudable goal.
However, it has always been achieved
through technological innovation and
economic growth, not the setting of
goals by multinational organizations.
For example, the development of
synthetic fertilizer has been key to
ending droughts and in helping to
restore the affected areas to their
natural state.7 Many of the policies
now being advanced in the name of
“sustainable development,” on the
other hand, have generally rejected
technology and growth as increasing
man’s impact on the environment.

TheWorld Commission on Environment
and Development—better known as the
Brundtland Commission, after its head,
former Norwegian Prime Minister Gro
Harlem Brundtland—issued a definition
of “sustainable development” in 1987
that continues to be accepted by major
global organizations, from the U.N. to
the World Bank:

Development that meets the
needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own
needs.8

Obviously, “plundering” the planet
would not meet this definition, if any
use of a non-renewable resource were to
be classified as “plunder” that prevents
the use of that resource by future
generations. Similarly, any alteration of
the atmosphere could have effects that
harm future generations. By this reading
of “sustainable development,” the
world should adopt an approach based
on the precautionary principle.9

The precautionary principle is an
imperfect solution to the problem of
imperfect knowledge. It is based on
the notion that we cannot know what
will happen in the future, so we must
take steps to avoid any potential harm
based on the knowledge we have now.
However, current knowledge is always
imperfect, so there is no guarantee that
the precautionary approach will not
make things worse.

While taking small steps to prevent or
mitigate against uncertain risks that may
never arise can be warranted in some
instances, spending a huge amount of
resources to do so is wasteful because it
reduces the resources available to
address actual hazards. Thus, by refusing
to invest in proven forms of affordable
energy for fear of what that energy

The Earth is
not a living
being, and
cannot be
sick in any
medical sense.
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might do to the atmosphere in 80 years’
time—which we cannot know for sure—
we risk reducing future generations’
capacity to use affordable energy
to resist other currently unknown
threats. Yet that is where the logic of
“sustainable” development takes us.
Such a precautionary approach would
condemn a lot of people to much longer
periods in poverty, hunger, and all the
other terrible conditions the U.N. wishes
to alleviate.

The disconnect between “sustainable
development” and actual environmental
protection has been recognized recently
by a diverse group of environmental
advocates, including long-time activist
Mark Lynas and the Breakthrough
Institute’s Ted Nordhaus and Mike
Shellenberger, who call themselves
“ecomodernists.” Their manifesto,
published in April 2015, puts it well:

Intensifying many human
activities—particularly farming,
energy extraction, forestry, and
settlement—so that they use less
land and interfere less with the
natural world is the key to
decoupling human development
from environmental impacts.
These socioeconomic and techno-
logical processes are central to
economic modernization and
environmental protection.
Together they allow people to
mitigate climate change, to spare
nature, and to alleviate global
poverty.10

There is a tradeoff between sustain-
ability as it is commonly interpreted
and aggregate human welfare. This
tradeoff is not just an economic cost.
It impinges on the lives of individual
men and women, and prevents them
from pursuing what may be the most
important goal of all, one whose
appreciation reaches back to Aristotle:
human flourishing.

Resiliency: Key to Human
Flourishing

Human flourishing is the empowering
of individuals to achieve their own
goals. It is more than just the result of
material prosperity. There is no one
best way to define it because it can be
achieved in countless different ways.11

An athlete, a businessman, and a
philosopher will each have different
views of what human flourishing
means to them.12 The precautionary
approach hinders future individuals’
ability to flourish by cutting off certain
avenues of development to them, based
on our current imperfect knowledge.

The moral imperative of development is
to provide the most value-neutral means
of allowing mass human flourishing. In
the context of the threats the sustainable
development goals are intended to
alleviate, the most prudent approach for
developing nations to take is to increase
their people’s wealth, knowledge,
and education. All of these goals are
important to human flourishing, and

An athlete, a
businessman,
and a philosopher
will each have
different views
of what human
flourishing
means to them.
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increasing each of them provides for a
healthier and even greener society.

It is for this reason that the Competitive
Enterprise Institute has long advanced
resiliency as an important value in
human development.13 Development that
meets the needs and wants of people in
developing nations, rather than of
politicians or activists, is inherently
resilient. Producing a wealthier society
increases the capability of future
generations to meet tomorrow’s risks,
both known and unknown. This requires
institutions and markets rather than plans
and targets. It also requires accepting
that there are limits to human knowledge
and that the best way to address these
limits is the free exchange of localized
individual knowledge through the
collective action of human beings in
the marketplace—including the
marketplace of ideas.

The U.N. actually accepts that resiliency
is important. One of its sub-goals is: “By
2030, build the resilience of the poor and
those in vulnerable situations and
reduce their exposure and vulnerability
to climate-related extreme events and
other economic, social and environ-
mental shocks and disasters.”14

However, as noted, resiliency can
achieve far more than reducing risk.
It builds a wealthier, healthier, and
even greener society.

Accordingly, while goals that aim
to increase resiliency may look
superficially similar to the goals of

the U.N.’s sustainable development
agenda, the means to achieve those
results are very different. Reducing
poverty will not be achieved by setting
a target to “reduce at least by half the
proportion of men, women and children
of all ages living in poverty in all its
dimensions according to national
definitions.”15 Reducing poverty is
achieved by people getting wealthier.
In order for them to do that, certain
institutions need to be strengthened and
certain barriers need to come down.

Where this has happened we are already
seeing reduced human impact on the
environment. The trends toward
reforestation and less intensive protein
sources in wealthy societies, for
instance, suggest that, according to
the ecomodernists:

[T]he total human impact on the
environment, including land-use
change, overexploitation, and
pollution, can peak and decline
this century. By understanding
and promoting these emergent
processes, humans have the
opportunity to re-wild and
re-green the Earth—even as
developing countries achieve
modern living standards, and
material poverty ends.16

The following goals will help achieve
a more resilient, wealthier, healthier,
and greener world, with the conditions
necessary for mass human flourishing.

Producing a
wealthier society
increases the
capability
of future
generations
to meet
tomorrow’s
risks, both
known and
unknown.
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1. Secure Property Rights

Secure property rights are fundamental
to human development, and have been
key to prosperity in developed nations.
They allow for the mutually beneficial
exchange of goods between parties that
is the basis of commerce and trade. They
provide the capital for investment,
secure access to that capital, ensure that
property owners cannot be impoverished
arbitrarily, and prevent environmental
collapse in a “tragedy of the commons.”

Markets cannot exist without property
rights, which entail the right to dispose
of property as you see fit.17 Yet all over
the developing world, property rights
are in a parlous state.

Every year, theWall Street Journal/
Heritage Foundation Index of
Economic Freedom shows a consistently
strong correlation between economic
liberty and human development
measures.18

Property rights are an important
component of this index, and are
assigned a score out of 100. Of the
nine developing countries ranked in the
top 50 nations, only two—Botswana
and St. Vincent and the Grenadines—
score above 65 in the index’s ranking
for property rights. The top 10 nations’
overall average was 87.5 for property
rights (which is dragged down by
developing Mauritius’ score of 65).

Formerly developing countries that
have reached developed status in the
last half century have strong property

rights rankings, such as Hong Kong
and Singapore with scores of 90 each.19

It is notable that most developing
countries that have strong property
rights were formerly colonies of the
United Kingdom, where property
rights have traditionally been strongly
upheld (although British colonial
authorities could be hypocritical on this).
Some, like Botswana, have managed
to retain those rights, but others have
lost them thanks to Marxian-inspired
policies that restricted private property
following decolonization.20

The similar annual Economic Freedom
of the World index produced by the
Fraser Institute and the Cato Institute
notes of property rights: “Perhaps
more than any other area, this area is
essential for the efficient allocation
of resources. Countries with major
deficiencies in this area are unlikely to
prosper regardless of their policies in
the other four areas.”21

The World Bank has found a strong
correlation between secure property
rights and personal income.22 Yet, the
only mention of property rights in the
U.N.’s goals is of intellectual property
rights.

This is perhaps the biggest mistake in
the U.N.’s approach. Property rights in
much of the developing world are at
best illusory. Expropriation threatens at
every turn. The supposed “unemployed”
people whose sacrifices started theArab
Spring were in fact small businessmen

Secure property
rights are
fundamental
to human
development,
and have
been key to
prosperity
in developed
nations.
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who repeatedly had their profits,
inventory, and tools of their trade stolen
by police and government bureaucrats.23

In fact, the first such uprising, in Tunisia,
was triggered by a fruit vendor,
Mohamed Bouazizi, who immolated
himself after police officers seized
some of his merchandise.24

Secure property rights are not only
important for increasing wealth, but
also for improving environmental
stewardship, because owners have a
great incentive not to see the value of
their property reduced by environmental
degradation. Moreover, a system that
recognizes property rights protects an
owner against degradation imposed by
a neighbor in the form of pollution.
Collective ownership erodes this system
of rights-based obligations.

Generally speaking, private property
has been interpreted as a “bundle of
rights” that includes the right to freely
exploit one’s property, exclude others
from it, and alienate it, so long as one
does not cause nuisance or harm to
others. The functionality of private
property rights in promoting personal,
general, and environmental welfare is
directly tied to this bundle of features.
It is undermined to the same extent
that any element of that “bundle” of
rights is undermined. For example, if
individuals are barred from selling
their fishing rights, they will have less
of an incentive to preserve the value of
those rights by not overexploiting the
resource. If they decide to leave a

lumber business and no longer intend
on harvesting their resource but cannot
sell their harvesting rights, they may
have an incentive to deplete it. Similarly,
if bureaucrats can take away the
property right at any time, the right
will be less valuable and the attendant
incentives will be diminished.

For these reasons, governments should
set a goal of securing private property
rights. One key measure to achieve this
is titling of real estate property.

Land Titling. In many countries, people
are unable to prove ownership of the
land they occupy, owing to inadequate
land titling systems or traditional forms
of property ownership where everything
belongs to the village chief. As Peruvian
economist Hernando de Soto explained
in his books, The Other Path and
The Mystery of Capital, land titling
reforms significantly benefit the poor,
enabling “such opportunities as access
to credit, the establishment of systems
of identification, the creation of systems
for credit and insurance information,
the provision for housing and
infrastructure, the issue of shares, the
mortgage of property and a host of
other economic activities that drive a
modern market economy.”25

De Soto estimates that up to $10 trillion
of capital worldwide is locked away
unused because of inadequate titling
systems. A recent study by the Peru-
based Institute for Liberty and
Democracy (ILD), which De Soto

Secure property
rights are not
only important
for increasing
wealth, but also
for improving
environmental
stewardship.
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heads, estimated Egyptian workers’
real estate holdings to be worth around
US$360 billion, “eight times more
than all the foreign direct investment
in Egypt since Napoleon’s invasion.”26

Similarly, many local assets around the
world remain in common ownership—
in reality, owned by no one. Initiatives
such as India’s privatization of forest
resources seek to address this by
enabling the titling of assets by
indigenous peoples, who can then tap
into those resources to open up new
opportunities as described above.27

Estimates by de Soto’s team suggest that
similar initiatives could be extended to
900 million plots of land across the
developing world.28

Property Rights and the
Environment. Failure to secure
property rights generally results in
what ecologist Garret Hardin termed
“the Tragedy of the Commons,” a
phenomenon that occurs when no one
has any incentive not to deplete a
common resource, in the expectation
that someone else will deplete it first.29

Common ownership leads to
overexploitation because conservation
of a resource imposes costs with no
attendant benefits to individuals, while
private ownership makes that same
resource valuable. For example, when
the Soviet Union decided to turn the
deserts of central Asia into cotton fields
by diverting the Amu Darya river, the
people who lived off the Aral Sea had

no property rights to defend their
shrinking resource. The result was the
desertification of the Aral Sea—the
greatest environmental disaster of
modern times.30 This instance of
resource plundering was entirely the
product of central planning.

Fisheries provide a good example of
how property rights obviate the tragedy
of the commons. Individual Transferable
Quota (ITQ) systems cap a country or
region’s total allowable catch (TAC),
while guaranteeing fishers a share or
quota, often as a percentage of the TAC.
Once the initial allocation is made,
fishing rights take on the features of
property rights. They may be exploited
to the degree allowed by the quota, and
they may be leased, sold, or transferred
to other fishers. Since the shares are
owned in perpetuity, fishers have a
strong incentive to harvest as many as
possible in accordance with the quota
without depleting the fish stock.

Owners of the most efficient fishing
vessels have an incentive to buy quotas
from those with older, less efficient
vessels, reducing the total number of
vessels in the long run. Given the
novelty of this form of property right,
owners of ITQs are likely to be
particularly sensitive to the prevailing
regulatory climate. Therefore, it is
important for government to set up an
ITQ market carefully and avoid taxing
or interfering with these new property
rights in order to maximize the
environmental advantages of the system.

Failure to
secure property
rights generally
results in what
ecologist Garret
Hardin termed
“the Tragedy of
the Commons.”
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New Zealand’s ITQ arrangement is the
most extensive in operation, and it
developed considerably over time.31

In 2008, researchers Christopher
Costello, Steven Gaines, and John
Lynham of the University of California,
Santa Barbara, investigated the effects
of all 121 fisheries where ITQs and
other “catch share” schemes exist
around the world, comparing them to
the 11,000 fisheries without property
rights and controlling for confounding
factors such as fish species and
ecosystem characteristics. They found
that the existence of catch share rights
not only precluded fishery collapse
but, as in New Zealand, often helped
reverse prior collapse.32 The authors
found that if catch shares had been
instituted globally from 1970, then the
incidence of fishery collapse would
have been reduced by two-thirds. Fish
stocks would be rising rather than
falling. The evidence is clear: ITQs and
similar catch-share schemes should be
implemented now on a global basis

The Blockchain. There are also exciting
opportunities that could arise for the
public recording and utilization of
property rights through the distributed
public ledger system known as the
Blockchain, best known for its role
in the development of Bitcoin.
Development of the Blockchain for
property recording and titling would
significantly reduce transaction

costs—as well as the
widespread corruption—
associated with
government-controlled
titling systems.34

Significantly, De Soto’s
ILD is promoting
these initiatives.35

2. Secure the Rule
of Law

Property rights cannot
be secured without a
justice system that backs
up their value and
enforces rules
associated with
ownership, defense, and
transfer, without being
subject to arbitrary
decisions or changes.
Such a system is known
as the “rule of law,” and
provides many other
benefits. The concept
dates back to the
Leveller philosopher
James Harrington,
who suggested that
the ideal state, the
Commonwealth of
Oceana, would be an
“empire of laws, not
of men.”36

The rule of law is
mentioned several times

Common Property Rights
Some economists now question whether
the commons necessarily dissolves into
tragedy. The work of the 2009 Economics
Nobel Laureates, Elinor Ostrom and Oliver
Williamson, demonstrates that traditional

cultural concepts of common property rights,
particularly among hunter-gatherers, can
promote the sustainable use of a resource,
so long as there are means of preventing
freeloading behavior, such as social norms

within a tightly knit community.

However, as Michael DeAlessi of the Reason
Foundation points out, common private
property rights are far more vulnerable

than private property rights, for two reasons.
First, they frequently are not recognized
by judiciaries due to their informal nature,
and are thus vulnerable to expropriation
by outsiders, including governments.
Second, common rights are usually

nonalienable, as is the case when they are
the historic property of a tribe or clan.

This implies that communities should
seek to recognize and title even common
property rights. Moreover, there can be
such a thing as a “tragedy of the

anti-commons.” Traditional methods of
dividing up property by inheritance (such as
“gavelkind” succession that divides property
equally among heirs) have regularly had
the effect of “hyper-fracturing” property to
the extent that effective alienation and

use become difficult. The United Kingdom
solved this problem through enclosure,
although in an inequitable fashion. In any
event, the problem is not insuperable.
Communities should encourage new
methods of dividing common property,
such as reformed rules for inheritance.
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in the U.N.’s preamble to its goals but
only once in the goals themselves:
“16.3 Promote the rule of law at the
national and international levels and
ensure equal access to justice for all.”
This is fine as far as it goes, although
it is plausible that the goal is more
about establishing a new transnational
judicial system controlled by central
planning technocrats.

Julian Morris of the Reason Foundation
sums up well the importance of the
rule of law:

Private property rights, the freedom
to contract, free speech, and the
judicial system which upholds
these are fundamental to real
sustainable development. People
must be certain of the rules that
govern their behavior, and they
should not be subject to arbitrary
law enforcement (characteristic of
corrupt government). They should
also have a remedy at law for
violations of contracts and
property rights.37

The rule of law, combined with the
freedom to contract, results in a system
of sanctity of contract, that has many
beneficial effects. The late University
of Michigan professor C.K. Prahalad
interviewed Indian Shakti Ammas
(“empowered mothers”) who had
become entrepreneurs and discovered
that their contractual relationships
resulted not just in mutual obligations

but in wider benefits. As he says of
one example:

She recognizes that violating the
contracts will dry up the source
of her economic and social
success. Transparent transaction
governance is an integral part of
the ecosystem. She is a local
entrepreneur. She is a one-person
company, but she does not operate
as an extralegal entity. She is
bound to the national and global
system and is less beholden to the
local system of moneylenders and
slum lords. … The ecosystem can
provide the tools for the poor and
the disadvantages to be connected
seamlessly with the rest of the
world in a mutually beneficial and
non-exploitative way.38

Moreover, under a contract-based
market backed by the rule of law,
asymmetries, where one party has an
advantage over the other, are reduced.
Information asymmetries are reduced
by widespread knowledge of price
signals. Producers who take advantage
of this knowledge can find different
buyers, thereby reducing asymmetries
in choice. The smaller party having
recourse to courts and other enforce-
ment systems reduces asymmetries in
bargaining power. Taken together,
these shifts in relative power reduce
asymmetries in social status, producing
a more equal society.39

Under a
contract-based
market backed by
the rule of law,
asymmetries,
where one
party has an
advantage over
the other, are
reduced.
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An excellent example of the result of
this process is in the breakdown of the
Indian caste system achieved after the
Indian government strengthened the
rule of law in 1991. Dalits, the caste
once called “untouchables,” have
achieved great things. As the Cato
Institute’s Swaminathan S. Anklesaria
Aiyar points out in a June 2015 study:

Dalits have increasingly managed
to get out of their historical
occupations and move into new
ones. One district survey in Uttar
Pradesh shows the proportion of
dalits owning brick houses up
from 38 percent to 94 percent, the
proportion running their own
businesses up from 6 percent to
36.7 percent, and the proportion
owning cell phones up from zero
to one-third. The Dalit Indian
Chamber of Commerce and
Industry now boasts of over 3,000
member-millionaires. The former
serfs have now become bosses
hiring upper-caste workers.40

Securing the rule of law reduces
corruption. Corruption is, quite simply,
abuse of the rule of law by bureaucrats.
Attempts to establish the rule of law
have gone awry because the method
chosen was to pass a law about every
aspect of commerce, which merely
empowers the bureaucrat who
administers the relevant regulation.
India’s infamous pre-1991 “License
Raj” was a case in point.41

Corruption is rightly recognized as a
problem by transnational institutions.
The World Bank calculates the global
cost of bribes at about $1 trillion
annually.42 The U.N. includes
reducing corruption in its goals
(“16.5 Substantially reduce corruption
and bribery in all their forms”), but
seemingly fails to recognize the
importance of securing the rule of law
in achieving this reduction. By making
it a separate goal, the U.N. risks
encouraging countries to set
ineffective targets on corruption
and introduce new ineffective
anti-corruption laws that will do little,
if anything, to address the problem.

A novel way to secure the rule of law
is to use technology to bypass
bureaucrats entirely. The state
government of Andhra Pradesh in
India, for example, has pioneered using
digital technology to make the state
government directly responsive to the
needs of its citizens. While no laws or
regulations have changed, citizen can
now deal with the state government
quickly and efficiently. The old system
of land titling, for instance, took up to
15 days and allowed for selective
assessment by bureaucrats. The e-
governance system takes an hour.43

Similarly, Andhra Pradesh’s e-Seva
program reduces time spent waiting in
line to deal with a bureaucrat, and
thereby reduces the incentives to bribe
in order to skip ahead. By allowing
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electricity bills to be paid online,
either via the Internet or at e-kiosks
provided by the government, the city
of Hyderabad alone can reduce wasted
time and foregone wages to the value
of $45 million annually.44New
technology allows for the reduction
or even elimination of the transaction
cost of corruption. Citizen reactions to
the system include the following:

• “There is absolutely NO
corruption in e-Seva;”

• “We are not harassed any more
at the hands of government
employees;”

• “I can get back to work to earn
my hourly wages.”45

Charter Cities. In some cases, laws and
bureaucracies are so entrenched that
the best thing a government can do is
to designate an area to start again from
scratch. This is the phenomenon of
charter cities, which are being planned
in several developing nations, either
by the governments themselves or in
cooperation with a variety of partners.

The basic concept behind a charter
city is to provide the certainty of rule
of law that becomes a magnet for
investment. In Honduras, for example,
the constitution now allows for
charter cities with “functional and
administrative autonomy that includes
the functions, powers, and duties” of
other cities.46 However, this does not
mean that the cities are either lawless
urban jungles or tyrannous corporate

towns. One form of charter city, the
“enterprise city,” defines its system
carefully:

Enterprise Cities are established
by governments willing to give
authority over a zone to a public-
private partnership of government
officials and developers. These
partners create a new regulatory
system that delivers a pro-
competitive business environment
founded on open trade, merit-based
competition and property rights
protection.47

The city’s charter acts as a guiding
document that might be thought of as
the city’s fundamental constitution.
Many charter cities plan to adopt
Anglo-American common law systems
rather than the civil law systems they
have inherited from other European
countries.

At present, there is significant local
opposition to charter cities. One
resident near a proposed Honduran
site exclaimed at a town hall meeting,
“We’re only fishermen and farmers.
We won’t stand for the invasion of
these model cities created for the
benefit of the rich!”48 A change of
government in Georgia canceled the
proposed Black Sea coast charter city
of Lazika.49 It will take many years
for a modern charter city to become
established, but it is worth noting that
there are two cities in the developing
world that were essentially founded
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under the same principles and have
done so well they now lead the
developed world in economic output:
Hong Kong and Singapore.

3. Ensure Access to
Affordable Energy

Affordable energy is fundamental to
what economist Deirdre McCloskey
calls the “Great Fact” of the explosion
of human welfare.50 It remains central
to the reduction of absolute poverty.
The U.N. seems to recognize this with
its Goal 7: “Ensure access to affordable,
reliable, sustainable and modern energy
for all.” Yet all is not rosy. The sub-goals
indicate that affordability of energy is
just one factor the U.N. considers. Most
of the others relate to using alternative
forms of energy than the most
affordable, which derive from
fossil fuels.

7.2 By 2030, increase substantially
the share of renewable energy in
the global energy mix
7.3 By 2030, double the global
rate of improvement in energy
efficiency
7.a By 2030, enhance international
cooperation to facilitate access to
clean energy research and
technology, including renewable
energy, energy efficiency, and
advanced and cleaner fossil-
fuel technology, and promote in-
vestment in energy infrastructure
and clean energy technology

7.b By 2030, expand infrastructure
and upgrade technology for
supplying modern and sustainable
energy services for all in develop-
ing countries, in particular least
developed countries, small island
developing States, and land-
locked developing countries, in
accordance with their respective
programmes of support

These subgoals will likely increase
energy costs and reduce reliability, all
in the name of sustainability. This is
perverse and regressive. In the
developed world, energy takes up a
much larger share of poor households’
budgets. For instance, a household with
an annual income between $10,000 and
$25,000 spends well over 10 percent of
its budget on energy, according to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics.51 And a
January 2014 study for the American
Coalition for Clean Coal Electricity
found that “households earning $50,000
or less spend more on energy than on
food, spend twice as much on energy
as on health care, and spend more
than twice as much on energy as
on clothing.”52

Increasing the cost of energy also
harms people’s health. That’s because
energy use is so fundamental to modern
life that it can take precedence over
other household expenses—including
health care. The National Energy
Assistance Directors’Association
found that an increase in energy costs
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led 30 percent of poor households in
the United States to reduce purchases
of food, 40 percent to go without
medical care, and 33 percent to not fill
a prescription.53

Despite this, Western governments are
pursuing policies to increase energy
prices. President Obama said during his
first election campaign that electricity
rates from coal would “necessarily
skyrocket” under his policies; this
may finally come to pass under his
EPA’s proposed Clean Power Plan.
In Western Europe, energy costs have
increased due to a combination of
renewable energy subsidies and
mandates, bans or moratoria on
hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”),
hostility to nuclear energy, and Russia’s
control of natural gas supplies for
much of the continent’s eastern half.

Despite the president’s policies, U.S.
energy markets have shown that
innovation beats regulation every
time.54 Even though huge swaths of
American energy resources are locked
up under untouchable federal lands,
energy production has boomed over the
past decade, thanks to the development
of horizontal drilling and improved
hydraulic fracturing techniques on
private and state lands. These techno-
logical advances have led to lower
electricity prices from natural gas.
And subsurface property rights have
benefited both urban and rural

households through royalty payments
for energy production on their land.

Moreover, as gas became more
affordable, it led to a reduction in
greenhouse gas emissions. Thanks to
energy innovation, America met the
emissions targets set for it in the
Kyoto Protocol, without any need for
burdensome laws and regulation—
or for the Kyoto Protocol itself.55

Whatever one may think of the need
for carbon emissions reduction, energy
innovation is achieving that goal.

Reducing artificially high fuel costs is
the first step in tackling energy poverty.
In America, the market is alleviating
the burden of energy costs on poor
households, even as the government
goes the wrong way. That shows us
the way forward for tackling the much
greater problem in the developing
world.

The first goal should be to allow the
development of new technologies
without governments picking favorites.
For instance, many developing countries
are considering bans on hydraulic
fracturing, despite the lack of credible
evidence that the technology is
harmful.56 North African countries and
South Africa sit atop sizable shale gas
deposits, as do China, India, Pakistan,
and several other developing nations.57

Freeing up the energy market to allow
development of these resources could

Reducing
artificially
high fuel costs
is the first step
in tackling
energy poverty.



Murray: Real Goals to Empower the Developing World 17

go a long way toward assuring access
to affordable energy.

Moreover, the American experience
with new gas technology shows the
importance of property rights.
Landowners are able to share in the
revenues from gas extracted beneath
their property thanks to American
property owners enjoying subsurface
rights to resource development on
their land. Recreation of these rights
in the developing world would ensure
that the wealth is shared by small and
large landowners alike.

Overregulation is holding back small
module nuclear reactors and other
nuclear technologies. As British
parliamentarian and science writer
Matt Ridley summarizes,

Better kinds of nuclear power will
include small, disposable, limited-
life nuclear batteries for powering
individual towns for limited
periods, and fast-breeder, pebble-
bed, inherent-safe atomic reactors
capable of extracting 99 percent
of uranium’s energy, instead of
1 percent at present, and generating
even smaller quantities of short-
lived waste while doing so.58

South African engineers had been
leading the way on developing pebble-
bed reactors, until the project was
pulled in 2010 because of government
meddling in the project’s design.59

Top-down environmental laws and

regulations aimed at promoting
sustainability make it virtually
impossible to get permits to build
nuclear reactors anywhere in the world,
because of safety concerns about
decades-old technologies. Again,
governments should step back from
preventing the development of this
market. One policy to consider is to
allow the development of new forms
of insurance that could provide some
certainty for potential investors in the
nuclear market who are currently
scared off by the high liability risk.

Distributed renewable energy also has a
part to play. In much of the developing
world, solar energy is much more
economical than in the developed
world, given the lack of developed
energy distribution infrastructure. As
such, local solar projects make sense,
but they do not work at night and the
energy they generate is still expensive
and low in power. The sort of battery
storage needed to maintain reliability
of supply without the need for backup
generation is not currently widely
available, and certainly not at prices
every developing world village can
afford. Moreover, developed countries
such as Germany and Spain have found
their renewable energy subsidies
economically unsustainable.60 They
would be prohibitive for poorer
countries. Therefore, claims that the
developing world can use distributed
energy to “leapfrog” the developed
world are overblown.61
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Renewable energy projects come with
their own environmental costs, such as
habitat destruction for large solar plants
and wild bird kills for wind farms. The
ecomodernists note: “The scale of
land use and other environmental
impacts necessary to power the world
on biofuels or many other renewables
are such that we doubt they provide a
sound pathway to a zero-carbon,
low-footprint future.”62

As the Breakthrough Institute
summarizes, while studies that find that
“wind and solar are getting better and
cheaper means that these technologies
will grow at the periphery of established
energy systems in many regions, it
does not mean that they will replace
centralized grids in developing
countries that currently lack basic
energy infrastructure.”63 A report by the
Center for Global Development found
that an investment of just $10 billion
in natural gas could provide energy for
60 million moreAfricans than the same
investment in renewable energy.64

Proponents of sustainable development
often argue that there is no disconnect
between energy policies aimed at
reducing carbon emissions and poverty
alleviation. The developing world
itself has rejected that argument. As
Indian parliamentarian and minister
Prakash Javadekar told The New York
Times in 2014, emissions cuts are “for
more developed countries. The moral
principle of historic responsibility
cannot be washed away… India’s first

task is eradication of poverty …
Twenty percent of our population
doesn’t have access to electricity, and
that’s our top priority. We will grow
faster, and our emissions will rise.”65

That is as it should be.

4. Ensure Access to Capital
and Credit

In his groundbreaking 1999 work,
Development as Freedom, Nobel
laureate Amartya Sen pointed out that
one of the most important aspects of
development is freedom of opportu-
nity, a vital part of which is access to
capital and credit.66 However, capital
and credit appear nowhere in the draft
U.N. goals.

When capital is sufficiently available,
would-be entrepreneurs at the bottom
of the pyramid have demonstrated a
willingness to launch new ventures
and invest in the future—that is, to
embrace free-market capitalism to the
benefit of all concerned.

The developed world has a long history
of market experimentation in enabling
credit and access to capital. The modern
financial system may actually be the
first example of the sharing economy
to have evolved, long before smart-
phone apps. Rather than sharing
capital assets such as cars or spare
bedrooms, people shared their liquid
capital—they lent money to each other
that they did not need to use right away.
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Historically, access to capital had been
limited to those who already possessed
it in the form of assets or savings.
With the dawn of the modern financial
system, the invention of credit meant
that those who had capital could
share it with those who did not. Loans
allowed both to benefit. The classic
Jimmy Stewart savings-and-loan model
was based on the idea that people
pooling their savings and lending out
to others to buy houses would increase
the capital base, making everyone
involved wealthier. A bank manger
could even look at a business plan
drawn up by someone with no
collateral and choose to make a loan
based on the plan’s attractiveness.

As the financial system evolved, other
forms of access to capital developed.
The development of information
technology—even in its earliest
forms—enabled lenders to learn of the
potential risk posed by their creditors.
Credit scores enabled unsecured
personal loans via credit cards, while
other information provided some
predictability as to which borrowers
with no credit history had characteristics
in common with those who repay.
Interchange fees even facilitated the
provision of high-risk credit cards.
Notably, Sergey Brin founded Google
by maxing out his credit cards.67

Lending entails risk to the original
providers of capital, and access to
capital does not guarantee success.

But all else being equal, the greater the
accessible capital base, the wealthier
those who have access to it will become.

As noted, one of the most effective
ways to ensure access to capital is to
tap into capital already possessed
through land titling. Similarly, the rule
of law will allow small businessmen
to continue to enjoy profits and the
collateral they provide without the
threat of expropriation.

Other means of extending access to
capital have developed in recent
decades. Microsavings, the saving of
very small amounts of money on a
regular basis, has been made possible
by technologies that lower transaction
costs. Banks and other credit institutions
have been able to pool even these
small deposits, whereas previously
transaction costs would have made
them uneconomical. In turn, this helps
to break the cycle of dependency on
government handouts in many poor
villages. Once this is established,
villagers are then able to arrange loans
among themselves.68

Microsavings, in turn, made micro-
finance possible. Today, microfinance
institutions all over the developing
world provide small loans, access to
savings, and microinsurance to
families or small businesses.

By giving them access to investment
capital and affordable financial
institutions, microfinance providers
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help small- and medium-sized
enterprises in developing countries to
grow. Often, these businesses are so
small that they can neither afford the
interest rates on bank loans nor come up
with the capital they need on the their
own. When implemented correctly,
microfinance loans empower their
customers to invest, grow, and produce,
all of which contribute to diminishing
poverty within communities.

One of the most prominent examples
of microfinance is Muhammad Yunus’s
Grameen Bank, first established in
Bangladesh. According to a RAND
Corporation study, areas where
Grameen Bank offers programs saw
unemployment rates drop from
31 percent to 11 percent in their
first year. Occupational mobility
improved, with many people moving
up from low-wage positions to more
entrepreneurial ones. There is evidence
of increased wage rates for local
farmers. Women’s participation in
income-generating activities also rose
significantly.69

Access to capital and credit also enable
new markets to spring up where none
existed before. Entrepreneurial activity
is unleashed. Consider one of C.K.
Prahalad’s case study of Nirma, a
small Indian firm that sold detergent
products in small packages at low
prices suitable for Indian villagers’
daily cash flow, and designed for rural
village uses, such as in rivers. The

company soon found itself with a
market share equal to that of consumer
goods giant Unilever’s Indian
subsidiary. That forced Unilever to
react to Nirma’s challenge with similar
products, thereby growing this new
market. Note that in the process, more
environmentally friendly products
were invented and sold.70

As Prahalad pointed out, over 4 billion
people lived on an annual income (in
2002 dollars) of $1,500 or less, with a
billion living on less than a dollar a
day. Nevertheless, based on Purchasing
Power Parity, this market represents
an economy of $13 trillion or more,
not that far off the entire developed
world. That figure has only grown
since the time Prahalad wrote.
Combine that with all the capital
locked up by regulation and we can
see that there is a huge economy just
awaiting the freedom to develop.

5. Allow Markets in Education

The U.N. goals place a great deal of
emphasis on education, as well they
should, but immediately throw a
monkey wrench into the most effective
way to expand education: “By 2030,
ensure that all girls and boys complete
free, equitable and quality primary and
secondary education leading to relevant
and effective learning outcomes.”
[Emphasis added]
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The U.N.’s insistence on tuition-free
education ignores significant recent
research that indicates that inexpensive,
high quality, market-based education
is becoming more and more available
to the world’s poor, and that its
performance beats government-
provided “free” education almost
everywhere.

In his book The Beautiful Tree,
Newcastle University professor James
Tooley documents how he discovered
low-cost schooling in the slums of
Hyderabad in India. His subsequent
research in India, Ghana, Nigeria,
Kenya, and China revealed that the
majority of children in the poorest
areas of India and several African
countries actually attend low-cost
private schools. The poorest of the
poor are generally given scholarships.
Moreover, His research reveals that
education has become available to the
poorest children on the planet in
spite of, not because of, government
intervention.71

Tooley’s research comes to six main
conclusions:

Private schools are better quality
than government schools. Tooley’s
tests of over 24,000 children revealed
that after controlling for confounding
variables, the children at these low-cost
private schools significantly outperform
those at government schools. A review
of other literature concluded, “private

schools are of higher quality, in terms
of educational outcomes and teacher
commitment, than government
schools. It does not mean to say that
they already satisfy international
standards, or that improvements do
not need to be made.”72

Private schools meet the demands of
equity. This low-cost private education
is proving liberating for girls. Tooley’s
review of all the available evidence
finds that despite the common objection
that low-cost private schools have not
delivered absolute gender parity
between girls and boys, they are clearly
improving education for girls.73 Given
the numerous cultural barriers to the
education of girls in many developing
countries—not to mention the general
lack of support for girls after they
begin menstruating—attaining full
gender parity still has a long way to
go, but it is important to recognize that
private education is providing more
support for girls than government
education does, and there is reason
to believe the situation will improve
further.

Private schools are more cost-
effective than government schools
and are financially sustainable.
Low-cost private schools deliver higher
quality education at lower cost than
government schools. They are more
cost-effective by definition. The length
of time they remain open provides a
very clear proxy for sustainability.
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Tooley and his colleague David
Longfield add: “Even stronger
circumstantial evidence comes from
the vast number of private schools: so
many educational entrepreneurs would
not be entering these markets if they
did not believe the schools to be
financially sustainable.”74

Private schools are affordable to
the poor, sometimes nearly as
affordable as government schools.
Private schools are by definition more
expensive than “free” government
schools, but public schools themselves
come with costs, such as, for example,
the cost of a school uniform. Tooley
and Longfield’s review of the evidence
comes to a strong conclusion about
affordability: “Some private schools
are affordable to significant minorities
of the poorest and most disadvantaged
groups in society: findings show
anything from 20 per cent to nearly
40 per cent of these groups accessing
private schools. Studies that find
private schools unaffordable by the
very poorest sometimes suggest that
public schools are also unaffordable.”75

Private schools are the preferred
option for poor parents. Data from
Sussex University researcher Joanna
Härmä back up this conclusion. Her
surveys found that the “vast majority
of parents indicating a preference for
private schools over poor quality
government alternatives,” a “near
universal preference for private

schools,” and “94.4 percent of sample
parents’ preferring private over gov-
ernment school.” In addition, “the ma-
jority of families (84 percent) view
government schools negatively and
LFPs positively (77 percent).”76

Private schools are accountable.
Tooley and Longfield’s review of
the evidence found that competitive
discipline ensured accountability to the
wants needs of the parents and their
children: “By paying fees, parents
keep private schools accountable to
them. They have the right to ‘exit’
from private schools; whether or not
they use this, private schools are aware
that they might so are responsive to the
needs of poor parents and children.”77

The market is providing what the
government has failed to provide,
because the government is not subject
to the market disciplines outlined in
the previous sections. One example is
government teacher absenteeism,
which is the educational equivalent
of the bureaucrat’s corruption. Tooley
relates the tale of private and
government schools in Nigeria:

We made a film for the BBC in
Lagos, Nigeria. We had been
filming in the private schools in
the slums, and there was pretty
energetic teaching going on. I'm
not saying it was perfect, there's a
lot that could be improved, but
there's good stuff going on in
these schools. And then we got
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permission to go to the government
school, on the outskirts of the slum.
The very first classroom and went
into, the teacher was fast asleep at
his desk. And the children were
teaching themselves.78

Combined with the other recommen-
dations in this study, allowing markets
in education will provide another step
in the virtuous cycle that will lead
to a much more resilient world. For
instance, access to reliable electricity
at night will enable boys and girls to
do their homework after sundown.

Conclusion

A resilient world is one where humans
are allowed to flourish. Markets are
more likely to foster the conditions
favorable to human flourishing than
the prognostications of planners.
Property rights are fundamental to the
creation of markets. The rule of law
protects people from the depredations
of what Matt Ridley calls “chiefs,
priests, and thieves.”79 In fact,
Laudato Si’ quotes Paraguyan bishops
on the importance of secure property

rights:80 “Every campesino [peasant
farmer] has a natural right to possess a
reasonable allotment of land where he
can establish his home, work for
subsistence of his family and a secure
life. This right must be guaranteed so
that its exercise is not illusory but
real.”81

Access to energy and capital allows
for innovation and wealth creation.
Finally, markets in education provide
increased intellectual capital. Put to-
gether, this is a recipe for a resilient
world that will be better able to
respond to risks and uncertainties,
and in particular to environmental risk,
than any agenda for “sustainability.”

In ancient Rome, the statesman Cicero
said, “Salus populi suprema lex esto.”
This is often translated as “the safety
of the people must be the highest law,”
but salus more fundamentally means
“health.” Cicero, a student of Plato
and Aristotle, understood that human
health and flourishing were worthy
goals for society to pursue. An agenda
that empowers people rather than
bureaucrats, building a resilient and in
that sense truly healthy society, is the
best way to achieve them.
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