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POVERTY 
Bjørn Lomborg

H
umans are partial to 
bad news. Media outlets 
reflect and shape this 
preference, feeding us 
woe and panic. Long, 

slow, positive trends don’t make it 
to the front page or to water-cooler 
conversations. So we develop pecu-
liar misperceptions, especially the 
idea that a preponderance of things 
is going wrong.

When I published The Skeptical 
Environmentalist in 2001, I pointed 
out that the world was getting better 
in many respects. This was viewed as 
heresy, because it punctured several 
common and cherished mispercep-
tions, such as the idea that natural 
resources were running out, that an 
ever-growing population was leav-
ing less to eat, and that air and water 
were becoming ever more polluted.

In each case, careful examina-
tion of the data established that the 
gloomy scenarios prevailing at the 
time were exaggerated. Although 
fish stocks, for example, are being 
depleted because of a lack of regu-
lation, we can actually eat more fish 
than ever, thanks to the advent of 
aquaculture. Worries that we are los-
ing forests overlook the reality that, 
as countries become richer, they 
increase their forest cover.

Since I wrote the book, the world 
has only become better. We have 
continued to see meaningful reduc-
tions in infant mortality and mal-

nutrition, and there have been huge 
strides toward the eradication of 
polio, measles, malaria and illiteracy.

By focusing on the most lethal 
environmental problem — air pollu-
tion — we can see some of the rea-
sons for improvement. As the world 
developed, deaths from air pollution 
have declined dramatically, and that 
trend is likely to continue. Looking at 
a polluted city in a country like China 
might suggest otherwise but the air 
inside the homes of most poor people 
is about 10 times more polluted than 
the worst outdoor air in Beijing. The 
most serious environmental problem 
for humans is indoor air pollution 
from cooking and heating with dirty 
fuels such as wood and dung, which 
is the result of poverty.

In 1900, more than 90% of all 
air pollution deaths resulted from 
indoor air pollution. Economic 
development has meant more out-
door pollution, but also much less 
indoor pollution. Reductions in pov-
erty have gone hand in hand with a 
fourfold reduction in global air pol-
lution mortality.  

In China, although outside air has 
become a lot more polluted, poverty 
reduction has caused a lower risk 
of total air pollution death. And as 
countries become richer, they can 
afford to regulate and cut even out-
door air pollution.

Two hundred years ago, almost 
every person on the planet lived in 
poverty and a tiny elite in luxury. 
Today, just 9.1% of the population, 
or almost 700 million people, lives on 

less than $1.90 a day (or what used 
to be one dollar in 1985). And just in 
the past 20 years, the proportion of 
people living in extreme poverty has 
almost halved. But few know this. 

The Gapminder Foundation sur-
veyed Britain and found that just 
10% of people believe poverty has 
decreased. In South Africa and 
in Sweden, more people believe 
extreme poverty has doubled than 
believe — correctly — that it has 
plummeted.

How do we continue our swift pro-
gress? There has been no shortage 
of well-intentioned policy interven-
tions, so we have decades of data 
showing what works well and what 
doesn’t.

In the latter category, even well-
considered ideas from the world’s 
most eminent thinkers can fall short. 
The ambitious Millennium Villages 
concept was supposed to create 
simultaneous progress on many 
fronts, producing “major results in 
three or fewer years”, according to 
the founder, Jeffrey D Sachs. But a 
study by Britain’s department for 
international development shows 
that the villages had “moderately 
positive impacts” and “little overall 
impact on poverty”.

It’s more constructive to focus on 

what works. Global analysis of devel-
opment targets for the Copenhagen 
Consensus project by a panel of 
Nobel laureate economists showed 
where more money can achieve the 
most. They concluded that improved 
access to contraception and family-
planning services would reduce 
maternal and child mortality, and 
also, through a demographic divi-
dend, increase economic growth.

Likewise, research assessing the 
best policies for Haiti found that 
focusing on improvements in nutri-
tion by using fortified flour would 
change the health of young children, 
creating lifelong benefits.

Other Copenhagen Consensus 
research suggests that scaling up 
government e-procurement plat-
forms would be transformative. 
This may sound tangential to pov-
erty reduction but it’s not. On aver-
age, developing countries use half 
their budgets on procurement; ena-
bling transparent competition could 
reduce losses caused by corruption.

This is not mere speculation. A 
case study in Bangladesh, which 
spends more than $9-billion on 
public procurement annually, found 
that piloting e-procurement in just 
one government department low-
ered prices by 12%, leaving more 

resources for other important budget 
priorities. 

The research shows that expanding 
digital procurement government-
wide would save $670-million annu-
ally — enough to increase annual 
public-health spending by about 
50%. The Bangladeshi government is 
now fast-tracking this expansion.

And the most powerful weapon 
in the fight against poverty is the 
one that got us where we are today: 
broad-based economic growth. Over 
the past 30 years, China’s growth 
spurt lifted 680-million people 
above the poverty line. A global trade 
agreement, such as a successful con-
clusion to the stalled Doha Round, 
would lift another 160-million peo-
ple out of poverty. Scepticism about 
free trade hurts the world’s poorest. 

Humanity’s success in reducing 
poverty is an extraordinary achieve-
ment, and one that we should 
acknowledging. We need to make 
sure that we don’t lose sight of what 
got us this far — and what justifies 
the hope of an even better future. — 
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Good news, 
Chicken, the 
sky isn’t falling
Surprised? Which is to be expected when the 
media thrives on keeping us in a state of alarm

Silver lining: Though China’s air pollution is cited as evidence of deteriorating standards of living, these 
reports don’t reflect progress towards a greener future. Photo: China Stringer Network/Reuters

We can back SA’s golden girl by challenging our stereotypes
GENDER IDENTITY 
Colleen Lowe Morna

I remember well when Caster 
Semenya came home after her 
first gold win and the controversy 
it stirred over her sex. Among the 
many placards at the airport, one 
carried by a young man read: “Don’t 
worry Caster, I will marry you!” 

In other words, she would be “nor-
malised” according to what would 
make us all comfortable, and all 
would be well in the public psyche.

In the event, Semenya married a 
woman. And here we are, nearly a 
decade later, incensed by the rul-
ing by the International Association 
of Athletics Federations (IAAF) on 
her testosterone levels, but arguably 
no closer to understanding sexual 
orientation, gender identity and 
expression. 

Is it Caster, or just the gold medals, 
driving our appeal? If we fail to use 
this moment to challenge not only 
the IAAF but also our own stereo-
types, we may win the battle but lose 
the war.

Let’s start with the facts. After that 
first win, Semenya was subjected to a 

“gender verification test”. Actually, it 
was a “sex” verification test, because 
gender is a social construct. Sex, on 
the other hand, refers to biological 
difference. By whatever checklist 
that was used (and we now know 
that the differences between men 
and women are not cast in stone), 
the IAAF pronounced Semenya a 
woman. She went on winning.

The issue of testosterone levels 
continued to rear its head. Test 
results are reported to show that 
Semenya’s body secretes three times 
the “normal” female levels of testos-
terone, the dominant “male” hor-
mone, which some competitors say 
gives her an unfair advantage. 

The question of fairness is fun-
damental to organised sports. It 
is clearly wrong for athletes to use 
performance-enhancing substances. 
These chemicals are unhealthy and 
undermine the physical and philo-
sophical integrity of competition.

But the question in the case of 
Semenya is very different: if she has 
an advantage from a naturally occur-
ring condition — and her body is as 
it is through no direct action of her 
own — is barring her from competi-

tion or forcing her to reduce her tes-
tosterone not comparable to exclud-
ing athletes with exceptionally long 
legs, or those whose muscles show 
too much ease with the fast-twitch 
reflex? 

How can one determine who is too 
naturally advantaged to compete, or 
on what criteria racing categories 
should be determined?  

If such logic held, all athletes 
would need to be grouped by height, 
weight, age and hormonal level. In 
his letter of resignation from the 
IAAF disciplinary tribunal, South 
African lawyer Steve Cornelius put 
his finger on it when he pointed out 
that the IAAF’s rules, bent on “ostra-
cising” certain individuals, all hap-
pen to be applied to women.  

Indian sprinter Dutee Chand’s 
previous success in appealing IAAF 
rules on testosterone levels that 
would have barred her from compet-
ing, coupled with the strong political 
support from the South African gov-
ernment, offers hope that the sport-
ing body may again be overruled. 

Chand has offered Semenya legal 
support. We will all be delighted to 
see Semenya competing uninhibited 
at the Olympics in Tokyo in 2020. 
But are we listening to her posts on 
social media? Her posts all take the 
line: “I am who I am, and proud to 
be who I am!” What if Semenya were 
not winning gold medals? Would we 
stand by her in the same way?    

Despite South Africa boasting the 
only Constitution in the world that 
recognises sexual orientation, every 
day in this country lesbian women 
are beaten and raped to “correct” 
their sexual orientation. 

I sit in meetings of the Southern 
African Development Community, 
the African Union and the United 
Nations in which homophobia is 
ubiquitous, and South African gov-
ernment officials choose to remain 
silent. I hear young women who are 

fed up with the status quo — with the 
conspiracy of silence that surrounds 
sexual orientation, gender iden-
tity and expression — and also with 
the hypocrisy that support for our 
“golden girl” reeks of.

Prior to her leap into the media 
frenzy, Semenya was just an 18-year-
old girl from Limpopo who liked 
to run. She chose not to adhere to 
the socially accepted roles of how 
women should behave.  Semenya did 
not fit the mould — in fact, she broke 
it, just as she broke records.

Imagine if, after all this, Semenya 
not only continues her formidable 
run to the top but also if all girls from 
poor rural communities could be 
who they wanted to be. 

Imagine if every girl could follow 
her dream, take a bow and describe 
her nation as the wind beneath her 
sails. Imagine if we had an open mind 
to what gender means.  Imagine if we 
nailed our colours to the mast and 
practised the diversity we preach. 
Only then could we truly claim to be 
championing our golden girl.
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