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and Iran are textbook examples of what
economists call “the resource curse.”
Though rich in natural resources, they are
poor. Or, rather, they are poor in part be-
cause they are rich in natural resources. A
1995 study of ninety-seven developing
countries by the economists Jeffrey Sachs
and Andrew Warner found that the more
important natural resources were to a
country’s economy, the lower its growth
rate was. Of all the resource-rich countries
they studied, only two were able to grow
as fast as two per cent a year, while a host

of the resource-poor nations grew much
fnctar “Tict lanl armind thae warld and

pleted over time, while the benefits of
technological innovation actually increase.
Natural-resource wealth also depresses
entrepreneurialism. It costs Saudi Arabia
almost nothing to get a barrel of oil out
of the ground, but that barrel, even now,
can sell for seventeen dollars. It’s a profit
margin you'll find in almost no other
business in the world. And it makes other
business opportunities less attractive. Peo-
ple who might be inventing new prod-
nete ar anening shoe factories instead
r days figuring out how to get

the oil money. “If you can get

le income without really work-

"people will take that,” How-

in economist at the Wharton

5. The problem is exacerbated

that natural resources tend to
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The oil-producing nations of the
Middle East and North Africa, by con-
trast, have done none of these things.
Their economies are still, for the most
part, closed to the world. They have lit-
tle or no manufacturing and, perhaps
as a result, little or no technological
innovation. They spend far more time
fighting over how to divvy up the spoils
than over how to create new wealth,
which means that every economic deci-
sion becomes a political one. And they
have invested very little in education.
The oil producers are addicts. They pre-
fer the comfortable squalor of staying
hooked to the work it would take to kick
the habit. Ultimately, the resource curse
is less something they are afflicted with
than something they have inflicted on
themselves. Right now, the rest of the
world is paying the price.

—James Surowiecki
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