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Professor Peter Singer says (The Australian, 12 March 2008, “Set at a Sharp Angle to the World”) with reference to the global poor, that “There is a lot more that we could be should be doing”. Which is true, but it is not what he is asking us to do. Increasing foreign aid is definitely not the answer. Instead, the solution is to promote freedom in these countries. 

If they ever wanted to, the poor countries could easily transform their own economies into wealthy ones in less than a generation by simply applying basic principles of freedom. That these countries consciously choose poverty and corruption, instead, is entirely a problem of their own choosing. If these people refuse to take the medicine readily freely available from the Adam Smith pharmacy, and go to the local village quack instead (named, usually, Karl Marx and Co.), why should anyone care? 

The poor don’t need charity except in desperate situations. What they need, instead, is to be taught to become rich, and given an environment where they can do so. That is what the West needs to help them in achieving. 

Even the slightest increase of freedom provides a significant boost to the incomes of the poorest of the poor. Capitalism ‘grabs’ the poor by the scruff of their neck and sucks them into a powerful vortex of wealth generation. First, it creates highly capable human beings out of the poor; people able to stand on their own feet. Second, it drives innovation. Charity of any sort can, at best, provide a fish today, but it does not teach a person to fish. Capitalism propels the poor into becoming productive and capable human beings. Charity has to be administered for ever. Freedom is the permanent cure.

The lessons from the economic growth of erstwhile poor countries that took the path of freedom and good governance are too obvious to enumerate. The West must therefore think of ways of teaching its ‘fishing methods’ to poor countries, not providing them with ‘fish’.
There are other major problems with foreign aid. It makes poverty much worse. I refer here both to Peter Bauer’s studies, but mostly to my extensive experience as a senior bureaucrat in India, actively involved in pouring precious foreign aid down the drain through totally unworkable programs advocated by United Nations agencies. That much of this money was pocketed at many levels within the government machinery is another problem. In this way, throwing money into socialist dens of corruption and inefficiency only increases poverty among the really poor. 
At the senior levels, the fungibility of foreign aid allows corrupt politicians to use some foreign aid for food, but to then use the money they would have otherwise spent on food, to buy guns instead, or more commonly, to build their private empires. The West should remember that in this way its foreign aid helps the poor countries to continue their internal genocides.
A final point: it should be obvious to Professor Singer that charity is  insulting for any self-respecting person. Trade on equal terms, yes; open exchange of ideas, sure. But for the West to take upon itself the role of looking after the poor of other sovereign countries is paternalistic and reeks of the "white man's burden".  That time is past. Treat others with respect, and treat them like adults. Self-respecting peoples ask to be left alone to determine their own destiny, even if that destiny includes self-inflicted poverty and disease. 
So, if battling poverty really matters to Peter Singer – and it should matter to all of us for it is dehumanising – he should advocate that the West throw open its markets and stop hiding behind trade barriers. He should also advocate the vigorous promotion of classical liberalism throughout the Third World. 
Since the demand for freedom must necessarily be ‘home grown’, ie. endogenous to each country, methods suggested below will do far more for poverty alleviation than trillions of  dollars spent on so-called wars of ‘freedom’ or on charity. First, significantly increase scholarships to high-quality students from developing countries who should commit to return to their countries for at least five years after their education. Second, bring in senior bureaucrats from developing countries into long term “training-cum-secondment” roles within local, state and federal governments of Western countries. This will enable these public servants to experience at first hand how freedom is operationalised. The principles of freedom and good governance will then flow back to their countries.
I do have use for foreign aid, though. The money used as foreign aid should be redirected to compensate selected developing countries for greenhouse gas emissions. Only countries which have stable governments and which permit the direct funneling of funds into private businesses which grow new forests, should be funded. A market mechanism with international standards of quality control will need to be devised to allow this money to be paid to private tree-growing businesses. Western governments could then buy an appropriate number of carbon sequestration certificates from this market.
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