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In The Plundered Planet, Paul Collier aims to construct an ethical
framework to reconcile the immediate needs of the world’s
poorest countries with a sustainable environmental future. This is
a substantial task, but he approaches it with vigour. His central
thesis is clearly argued and, as with his earlier work, The Bottom
Billion, his passion for the subject is evident throughout. This is
a useful and timely book, though it is not without its flaws and as
a result it is difficult to imagine it being hailed as a classic in the
same manner as The Bottom Billion.
From his opening pages, Collier conjures a world of

“ostriches” and “romantics”. These are the common enemies he
hopes will inspire environmentalists and economists to join
forces. If the world was run by the ostriches, focused on
continuing their current lifestyle and unconcerned with the
prospect of a deteriorating climate, it would burn. If run by the
romantics, who want us all to amend our lifestyles and go
organic and whom he describes as “a serious threat to global
agriculture”, it would starve. Collier punctuates his writing with
a colourful turn of phrase and his imagery does make his
arguments more memorable. However, his tendency towards
hyperbole has the unfortunate effect of removing some of the
subtlety from his argument. His account of how
environmentalists and economists see each other – “mercenaries
of a culture of greed” and “romantic reactionaries” respectively –
is a case in point. By using polarising language, he misses an
opportunity to explore some of the nuances that make climate
change such a difficult issue to resolve. Neither the ostriches nor
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the romantics are as homogenous in their views as they are made
out, and nor, more importantly, are the environmentalists and
the economists, whose views he paints with an overly broad
brush, with little attention given to the different views of
different branches of each discipline.
The central thesis of the book is summed up in the formula

“Nature + technology + regulation = prosperity”, which Collier
believes has the power to transform the fortunes of the bottom
billion. However, the current situation is better described by the
formula “nature + technology – regulation = plunder”. This lack
of regulation and good governance occurs both within states,
where leaders are swayed by the rewards of corruption and
outside national boundaries where there is no mechanism for
regulation.
Collier believes that nature has the possibility to be “the lifeline

by which societies haul themselves out of poverty”. Yet the
discovery of natural resources in many countries has left their
citizens worse off. This is often attributed to the idea of a
resource curse whereby the discovery of natural assets can do
more harm than good – an idea that would refute his theory that
natural assets hold the best promise for the developing world.
His research reveals that while there is a negative impact on
output over the longer term, this is not the case for agricultural
commodities and is confined to countries with weak governance.
Therefore, to avoid negative effects, resource-rich countries need
particularly strong checks and balances. Having demonstrated
the necessity of good governance, the book moves on to outline
the right choices in a decision chain covering all stages of how a
country should manage the discovery of natural resources,
outlined over a number of chapters.
Collier rejects the economic utilitarian argument for deciding

how to balance the claims of current and future generations and
argues that we are custodians, not conservationists – “the ethics
of depletion depend on how the money generated gets used”. It
is acceptable to use finite natural resources to pull people out of
poverty but is essential that we do so in such a manner to ensure
that future generations are adequately compensated. In addition
to the question of how to use current natural resources, the book
also deals with the question of accruing liabilities for future
generations – in this case, carbon debts. Collier argues for a
universally accepted cost on carbon that reflects the true cost.
The shadow cost, that is the price at which people would in
aggregate emit no more than the safe level of carbon, is
estimated to be around $40 a ton. He argues that ordinary



consumers would not necessarily need to adapt their lifestyles
significantly, assuming industry makes the shift to less carbon-
intensive methods such as nuclear. Arguing that international
cap-and-trade would be a difficult way of achieving a common
global price, he says that the most straightforward way would be
for each government to impose a carbon tax at the same rate.
This, he suggests, has a political advantage over trying to agree a
quantity – it does not require assigning ownership of a political
liability. Having settled on this response to carbon emissions,
Collier moves onto agricultures, and the need to slay the three
giants of romanticism – “the middle class love affair with peasant
agriculture”, the aversion to GM crops, and the desire to grow
their own fuel.
Collier reveals early on that for many years he dismissed

environmentalism as “the indulgence of people who took their
prosperity for granted”. Focused instead on global poverty, it is
only recently that he has seen the importance of
environmentalism for the developing world. However, his late
conversion is somewhat evident in the manner in which he
dismisses and in some cases refuses to engage with the thinking
behind established environmental arguments. This is a shame as
when he does take these arguments seriously, his response is
often thought-provoking – an example is his argument that
buying local foods to reduce carbon and avoid food miles has no
virtue. He maintains it makes more sense to grow food in the
most conducive climates and transport them: the key carbon
emissions are in cultivation rather than transportation so
ultimately this choice reduces incomes in developing countries
rather than carbon.
Were Collier to reference more of the existing body of

environmental literature throughout this book, it would
strengthen his argument. His tendency to predominantly cite his
own work to the exclusion of other thinkers is an issue here, as it
is in his approach to the political response needed to put his
solutions into action. When Collier turns to the “seemingly
intractable problem of unaccountable governance in the bottom
billion” his solution ultimately depends on building a critical
mass of informed opinion in developed and developing
countries. If people recognise a common responsibility for the
custody of the natural world then governments will have to
deliver it – “citizen power will be unstoppable”. Unfortunately,
however, he offers little guidance about how this will occur, who
will be involved or which steps need to be taken. While Collier
spends much of the book critiquing the traditional economic
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response to the problems he describes, he is nonetheless an
economist by training and it is difficult not to imagine this would
have been a much stronger book if he had engaged with the
many works in political science and environmental studies that
address these issues.
The Plundered Planet is an interesting book with many

challenging arguments. Its ideas are often innovative and always
strongly argued and if the success of The Bottom Billion is any
indicator, there is a good chance it will be influential among
policy-makers. By framing the issue of climate change in a way
that places potential opportunities for the developing world at its
centre, it offers a new and valuable perspective. While it is not
without its flaws, it is nonetheless a thought-provoking addition
to the literature.
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