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Issue Snapshot: Challenging Canada’s Ultra-Rich to Help in the Fight Against Global Poverty
 “Rockefeller did it. The Gateses are doing it. If every billionaire chipped in, it would transform the world”. 
Jeffrey Sachs 
TIME Magazine, May 21st, 2007
The Millennium Development Goals
In the year 2000, the nations of the world agreed upon an ambitious set of goals designed to dramatically reduce extreme global poverty by 2015. As we have surpassed the half-way mark toward the target date for the internationally agreed Millennium Development Goals, progress toward reaching most of the goals is behind schedule. Despite a dynamic global campaign by civil society (“Make Poverty History” and partner groups around the world), and leadership from a handful of donor countries, global aid flows barely surpassed $103 billion a year in 2006 (the same level as in 1993 if measured as a proportion of rich country GDP). This amount is equal to ten per cent of global military spending. It is equivalent to US$1.70 per rich country citizen per week.

Major improvements in both quantity and quality of aid are required. Aid that is given flexibly and that is committed for the long term saves millions of lives, and is absolutely vital. Substantial increases in aid could be well spent by many poor countries immediately. However, it has been becoming increasingly obvious that the needed funds will not be forthcoming from public sources alone.

The cost of ending poverty
What amount is needed? Economist Jeffrey Sachs addressed this in an article in TIME Magazine, “Sharing the Wealth”. Sachs calculated that an additional $175 billion per year would be sufficient to extend basic health care to all in the poorest world; end the massive pandemics of AIDS, TB and malaria; jump-start an African Green Revolution; and address the need for safe drinking water for over 1 billion people. And he is not alone. 
Leading economists at the Copenhagen Consensus ranked the best ways of advancing global welfare and particularly the welfare of developing countries based predominately on economic costs and benefits. Their question: what should we do first? Their answer: control HIV/AIDS, provide micronutrients to address malnutrition and hunger, and liberalize trade and control malaria.

The rich get richer
Meanwhile, in the private sector, wealth continues to accumulate in staggering quantities. According to Forbes magazine, there are now over 950 billionaires in the world, with a net wealth of nearly US$3.5 trillion, triple the amount of ten years ago. The $175 billion needed to address extreme poverty represents a mere 5% of their combined wealth, which in most cases is growing by more than 5% annually.

Bill and Melinda Gates lead the way
A decade ago, there were few, if any, concrete examples of billionaire action.  Since then, a few of the world's leading billionaires, including the very richest, have taken up the challenge. Bill and Melinda Gates have contributed $30 billion to their foundation to support global health, agriculture, water, and other programs. Warren Buffet, the world’s second richest person after Gates, has committed an additional $31 billion to the Gates Foundation. About 5% of the foundation’s funds are spent each year, and they have already had a major impact. Dr. Paul Farmer, a longtime champion of health for the world's poor, has said that there have been two eras in global public health: BG (Before Gates) and AG (After Gates).

Other American billionaires have also made significant investments in global poverty reduction, including George Soros, Ted Turner, and Pierre Omidyar, co-founder of E-bay. In 2006, Soros, a stock investor and businessman, gave $50 million to the Millennium Villages project, which provides bed nets to stop malaria, fertilizers to replenish depleted soils, school lunches for malnourished children, and treatment for people living with HIV-AIDS. As of the end of 2006, Millennium Villages were operating in 79 villages across 10 countries in Africa. It costs about $300,000 a year for a village of 5,000 people. The project is a prototype that will be scaled up dramatically if successful.

The Global Fund: A high return investment
There are many high impact ways billionaires can invest to boost global development. A specific example is the “Global Fund to fight AIDS, TB, and Malaria”, which has received a commitment of $500 million over 5 years from the Gates Foundation. The Global Fund has proven to be one of the world’s most cost-effective development mechanisms. It has provided treatment for over 4.6 million TB patients, over 2 million AIDS patients, and distributed over 70 million bed nets to prevent malaria. 
Since its launch in 2002, the Global Fund has committed over US$7 billion, but it could effectively spend billions more. To date, only 5% of Global Fund financing has come from the private sector. Donor governments, and especially G-8 nations, must continue to do their share, but success in reaching the MDGs requires that new investors do their part as well. It is time to redefine globalization, so that it is not only about markets, but about expanding our sense of global responsibility. 

Recognizing the potential impact of private donors, the new head of the Global Fund, Michel Kazatchkine, has issued a renewed appeal to the private sector. An increase in private contributions could save millions of lives, alleviate untold suffering for the world’s poor, and help provide basic health care, one of the essential pre-conditions for lasting development.

Canada’s billionaires
Forty-six Canadian billionaires are on the Rich 100 list compiled by Canadian Business Magazine, with an estimated combined wealth of $118 billion. While many of them have made significant donations to worthy causes, none have made a significant commitment to addressing global poverty. It is time for this to change. Key leaders among Canada’s talented group of ultra-wealthy who have the vision to invest boldly in the historic opportunity at hand must stand up and rise to the challenge. 
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