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  Abstract 
 Two of the greatest challenges facing humanity are environmental degradation and the persistence 
of poverty. Both can be met by instituting a Global Resources Dividend (GRD) that would slow 
pollution and natural-resource depletion while collecting funds to avert poverty worldwide. 
Unlike Hillel Steiner’s Global Fund, which is presented as a fully just regime governing the use 
of planetary resources, the GRD is meant as merely a modest but widely acceptable and therefore 
realistic step toward justice. Paula Casal has set forth various ways in which this step might be 
improved upon. Solid counter-arguments can be given to her criticisms and suggestions. But to 
specify the best (eff ective and realizable) design of an appropriate global institutional mechanism 
with some confi dence, economists, political scientists, jurists, environmental scientists, and 
activists would need to be drawn in to help think through the immense empirical and political 
complexities posed by this urgent task.  
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    I am grateful to Paula Casal and Hillel Steiner for giving me this opportunity 
to think anew about how access to the world’s resources can be made more 
just. We are united in the conviction that all human beings have a fundamen-
tal right to share the Earth and that those who are currently using vastly dis-
proportionate shares of the wealth of our planet are violating this right by 
excluding the poor. Th at small global elite — citizens of the rich countries, 
and the holders of political and economic power in the resource-rich develop-
ing countries — is enforcing a global property scheme under which they may 
claim the world’s natural resources for themselves and can distribute these 
among themselves on mutually agreeable terms. Denying the poor a fair share 
constitutes a great injustice in view of all the suff ering and premature deaths it 
causes. We must end this exclusion through institutional reforms that would 
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allow also the poor adequately to partake in the value humanity derives from 
the use of planetary resources. 

 Beyond this fundamental agreement lie a diff erence and disagreements. 
Th e diff erence, mainly with Steiner, is one of approach: while he is developing 
an ideal of fully just institutional arrangements governing the use of natural 
wealth, I am proposing, far more modestly, a relatively minor institutional 
reform that is politically achievable in the world as we know it and would go 
a long way toward protecting the poor. While he denies any special place to 
the actual institutional arrangements which happen to have evolved in human 
history, I am strongly focused upon these existing arrangements with an eye to 
designing a realistic and eff ective fi rst step of reform. In taking this approach, 
I am not holding that the  status quo  deserves any special moral standing. I am 
merely recognizing that, to make progress, we need to start from where we are. 
Whatever may be the ideally just way of structuring the world economy, I am 
trying to map out a plausible fi rst step in the right direction. 

 Th e disagreements are mainly with Casal. Th ey can be reduced through a 
clearer understanding of the Global Resources Dividend (GRD) I have pro-
posed. I will try to explain why I am unconvinced with respect to the diff er-
ences that remain. 

  1.   Hillel Steiner’s Global Fund 

 Steiner envisions a fully just world as one in which all human beings receive 
an equal basic income from the revenues of a Global Fund. Th is Global Fund 
would be fed by collecting the full competitive rental value of all locations in 
space. Persons, companies, or societies would bid competitively for each loca-
tion, the highest bidder would rent the location at the bid price, and the rent 
would be collected by the Global Fund and distributed to all human beings 
(including the successful bidder). Th is proposal faces obvious and serious 
problems concerning the principled resolution of disagreements over how 
rental lots will be spatially and temporally delimited, but I will here leave these 
problems aside. 

 It is worth noting that Steiner’s ideal world is inhospitable to resource 
conservation. Take any location rich in natural resources, say an oil fi eld. 
Such locations will attract high bids, and whoever wins the bidding will 
feel the pressure to extract in order to meet these rent payment obligations. In 
fact, any such renters have powerful incentives to extract as quickly as possible: 
for the natural resources extracted become theirs alone while the conse-
quent reduction in the location’s future rental value will be borne by all of 
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humankind.  1   Th is incentive will promote rapid depletion of planetary 
resources, which will impose heavy burdens on future generations. Th ese 
burdens may not concern Steiner, whose will theory denies that the 
members of these generations have any rights that might provide moral 
reasons today. But these burdens do concern me. I believe that we have 
strong moral reasons to slow resource depletion and pollution for the sake of 
future generations, and my proposed GRD is conceived with this objective in 
mind. 

 A second worry, noted by Casal as well, is that poorer households and soci-
eties may fi nd their lives disrupted when they cannot win the bidding for the 
location they occupy. Brazil, for example, may not be able to aff ord outbid-
ding, again and again, a well-funded consortium of timber companies deter-
mined to harvest the wood of the Amazon rainforest — or Brazil may have to 
use up this rainforest itself in order to pay the rent. In fact, even affl  uent 
households, corporations, and societies may fi nd themselves at risk: a wealthy 
family may lose its home as an even wealthier family seeks to enlarge its 
garden; a major company may lose its signature headquarters as a stronger 
competitor executes a publicity stunt; and a middle-income country may see 
its national territory diminished as a richer neighbor expands by acquiring 
new land near their common border. Given such threats, the agents of Steiner’s 
ideal world will tend to work very hard toward accumulating more money 
than others so that they can defend the locations they occupy in the next 
round of bidding. 

 An analogous problem arises if rent is also owed on genetic endowments, as 
Steiner advocates.  2   Because such collected rent is again paid out to all human 
beings in equal shares, people with middling endowments will not be aff ected 
by it. Well-endowed people, however, would be required to make net pay-
ments to the Global Fund for their talents and would thereby be compelled to 
work in higher-earning jobs. 

 My three critical comments on Steiner’s ideal are surely too brief to do 
justice to his views. But I hope they convey the values my proposed GRD is 
meant to serve and thereby set the stage for my more detailed discussion with 
Paula Casal.  

   1  Th e less oil will remain in the location, the less will be bid for it the next time it is rented.  
   2  “Natural resources also include certain (spatially mobile) elements of the biosphere, 

including human germ-line genetic information” (Steiner p. 330, n. 8; see also Steiner p. 334). 
Simple page numbers preceded by “Steiner” or “Casal” refer to their respective essays in the 
present journal issue.  
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  2.   Paula Casal’s Critique of my Proposed Global Resources Dividend 

 Th e GRD is a mechanism that serves a good purpose by how it collects reve-
nues and another good purpose by how it expends these revenues. Levied on 
countries, the GRD is meant to incentivize a more economical treatment of 
(especially non-renewable) resources that would better protect the environ-
ment as well as the interests of future generations. Spent on avoiding severe 
poverty, the GRD is meant to ensure that present and future poor people 
receive a fairer share of the benefi ts humanity derives from the resources of our 
planet. 

 Casal attacks my specifi cation of the GRD on all fronts. For clarity of expo-
sition, I organize my responses under the three headings she employs. Her fi rst 
two headings are concerned with how the GRD raises revenues. Casal criti-
cizes that the GRD is too narrow in its targeting and she advocates that coun-
tries should be charged on the basis not merely of the resources they use but 
also of the resources they own. In addition, she objects that the rates at which 
dividends are charged should be progressive rather than fl at. Under her third 
heading, Casal presents various criticisms of how she takes me to envision the 
spending of GRD revenues. 

 Let me reiterate in advance that the GRD was never meant to be a compre-
hensive solution to the problem of global justice. It was meant merely as a 
good seminal fi rst step in the right direction. I see it as an important merit of 
the GRD that, once established, it could remain in place as other parts of our 
global institutional architecture develop or are reformed. To be sure, there 
would be adjustments to the GRD mechanism along the way, adapting it in 
response to practical experience, to reforms of other institutional arrange-
ments, to varying pollution and depletion threats, or to scientifi c and techno-
logical advances. Still, the GRD is not merely a plausible reform here and now, 
but also capable of evolving into a plausible element of a fully just world order. 

 To vindicate these optimistic assertions, one must analyze how the GRD 
would work in specifi c global contexts — in the context of the present insti-
tutional arrangements, for instance, or in the context of a modifi ed future 
world order. Is it better that the GRD be present rather than absent in these 
contexts? If so, are there alternative mechanisms that, in these contexts, could 
contribute even more toward justice and the human good? Th ese questions 
cannot be answered by examining the GRD in isolation. Casal discusses vari-
ous examples involving real and fi ctional groups that in her view are being 
treated too well or too harshly by the GRD. Some of these counterexamples 
may have force on the false assumption that the GRD is, or will be, the 
only institutional mechanism mitigating inequalities of income and wealth. 



 T. Pogge / Journal of Moral Philosophy 8 (2011) 335–352 339

In reality, however, the GRD would be added to a complex network of exist-
ing national and supranational institutional arrangements that condition the 
distribution of income and wealth; and the GRD would also, in a future bet-
ter world, work within a much larger structure of global institutional arrange-
ments that would  jointly  realize distributive justice. 

  2.1.   What should be the bases of GRD obligations? 

 Casal presents me as having a somewhat fetishistic commitment to the prin-
ciple that the GRD should target only the  use  of resources, not their mere 
 ownership . Opposing this commitment, she prefers that we be open to target-
ing both use and ownership of resources through what she calls a “hybrid tax.” 

 Two key features of my GRD proposal are that countries endowed with 
non-renewable natural resources (such as crude oil, metals, or minerals) should 
retain full control over whether and how fast to extract these resources and 
should owe dividend payments only on resources they actually extract. Th e 
main reason for the former feature is political: the less developed countries had 
to fi ght hard for the right to control the natural resources within their territo-
rial jurisdictions, and their attainment of this right (at least  de jure ) was a 
prominent victory in their emergence from the colonial yoke. Reversing this 
victory, which both UN human rights covenants have enshrined in their 
respective fi rst Articles, is politically unrealistic and also unnecessary relative 
to the GRD’s purposes. 

 Th e main reason for the latter feature is environmental: a requirement on 
countries to make payments based on resources they choose  not  to extract 
would undermine the conservational purpose of the GRD. When countries 
are charged for their unextracted natural resources, then they may have to 
extract more in order to pay what they owe; and when countries anticipate 
being charged for unextracted natural resources in every future year, then they 
have additional reason to extract and sell these resources quickly.  3   To be sure, 
when many such countries raise their supply, then prices fall, and lower prices 
may moderate the additional supply coming to market, especially if some 
political leaders and corporate executives look beyond their own expected 
term in offi  ce and act in the best long-term interest of their country or fi rm. 

   3  Th is predicament weighs especially on producers whose reserves are high relative to their 
rate of extraction. Seven major oil producing countries — Iraq, Canada, Kuwait, Iran, Venezuela, 
Kazakhstan, and the United Arab Emirates — have proven recoverable oil reserves in excess of 
90 years of their current production. Th ese countries would be most likely to try to raise their 
production in response to any levy on ownership.  
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Still any fi nancial penalty on unextracted natural resource endowments would 
clearly cause higher supply, hence lower prices, hence higher consumption of 
such resources than would the GRD, which targets extraction only. A levy on 
natural resource endowments penalizes exactly what we ought to encourage: 
the preservation of (esp. non-renewable) resources for the benefi t of the envi-
ronment and future generations. By forswearing any such penalty on unex-
tracted non-renewable natural resource endowments, the GRD slows their 
depletion, thereby slowing pollution-induced climate change and postponing 
the day when humanity will face catastrophic resource scarcity. 

 Casal worries that “when  natural  resources are very unequally distributed 
across states … states which lack such resources as oil in their territory, and so 
need to import them, will be less able to evade a tax on extraction than states 
which possess such resources and are able to disguise their extractive activity. 
A hybrid tax seems preferable insofar as it makes this accumulation of disad-
vantage less likely” (Casal p. 315). I am not convinced. Th e countries in whose 
territories natural resources are being extracted are the same as the countries in 
whose territories natural resources are located. If we have reason to fear that 
some such countries are disposed to cheat by understating their resource 
extraction, then we also have reason to fear that they will be disposed to cheat 
by understating their resource endowments. A hybrid tax could thus reduce 
cheating only if such a country’s natural resource endowments were easier for 
foreigners to track than its natural resource extractions. But the opposite is 
true. It is relatively diffi  cult for foreigners to estimate the unextracted natural 
resource endowments of a non-cooperative country and far easier for foreign-
ers to estimate what natural resources this country is exporting and consum-
ing domestically.  4   A hybrid tax would, if anything, lead to larger assessment 
errors than the GRD which targets natural resource extraction only. 

 Appealing to a Rawlsian original-position thought experiment, Casal writes 
that “the worst imaginable scenario seems to be living in an underdeveloped, 
land-locked, resource-poor country, whose desperate eff orts to industrialize 
are fettered by a use tax. Th is would be worse than paying high ownership 
taxes for owning many resources. A hybrid base spreads the bets and lowers 

   4  Suppose that what I write here is wrong — or becomes wrong through the introduction of 
new technologies that allow foreigners to measure rather precisely a country’s endowment with 
various relevant natural resources. Th en these same technologies could also be used to measure, 
indirectly, the resource extraction taking place in that country. To be sure, annual extraction 
estimates might be subject to larger errors (in percentage terms) than endowment estimates. But 
as measurements are extended over longer time periods, the expected error of extraction esti-
mates would approximate that of endowment estimates.  
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the stakes, off ering better chances to avoid disaster” (Casal p. 316). Th is argu-
ment is essentially sound. By also targeting resource ownership, Casal’s hybrid 
tax could raise as much revenue as the GRD while adding less to the prices of 
extracted natural resources. So the worst-case country she is imagining would 
indeed contribute more to the GRD than to Casal’s hybrid tax: it would 
contribute only ( via  a small increase in the prices of non-renewable 
natural resources) to the use component of the hybrid tax but not to its 
ownership component. (With the GRD, by contrast, this country would,  via  
a larger increase in the prices of non-renewable natural resources, contribute 
more.) 

 Sound as it may be, this argument is still not a reason for favoring the 
hybrid tax over the GRD. Th is is so because the argument ignores the expen-
diture side of the two mechanisms. Because the poor people of Casal’s imagi-
nary country would be hit harder by the GRD than by the hybrid tax, they 
would also have a stronger claim to the funds collected by the GRD. If expen-
ditures of the GRD and the hybrid tax are both focused on poverty avoidance, 
then the population of Casal’s country will do roughly equally well under 
each. Th is population would pay more and receive more under the GRD 
than under the hybrid tax — while the populations of poor but resource-rich 
countries would pay more (and perhaps receive more?) under the hybrid tax 
than under the GRD. By Casal’s Rawlsian standard, then, the GRD does at 
least as well as the hybrid tax — bringing much larger benefi ts than costs to 
poor populations. Such parity suggests that the GRD should be preferred for 
its triple conservational advantage (which protects the interests of present as 
well as future generations): Casal’s hybrid tax adds less to the prices of non-
renewable natural resources and therefore does less to discourage their con-
sumption. It also encourages additional extraction by countries that face high 
resource ownership taxes or seek to reduce their future taxes on unextracted 
natural resource endowments. 

 A third criticism Casal advances is this:

  “the Dividend’s idea” is that “one may use unlimited amounts, but one must share 
some of the economic benefi t”. Th is may suggest that one could pollute the whole 
atmosphere or exhaust the oceans’ fi sheries provided “one shares some of the 
economic benefi t”. Instead, perhaps we should introduce an upper limit on total 
consumption and some rationing system … (Casal p. 318).  

But then the GRD is exactly such a rationing mechanism. To be sure, the 
GRD does not specify rigid global consumption ceilings for any natural 
resources. It raises the world market prices of some such resources and thereby 
reduces their consumption. After the GRD is introduced, one can observe the 
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reduced consumption levels of the non-renewable resources subject to the 
GRD, and one can then further adjust the various dividend rates in order to 
achieve the desired conservational eff ects. Th ough diff erent from a quota, a 
dividend levy can be adjusted to have exactly the same eff ect as any given 
quota. 

 Th is is not to say that the various dividend rates should be determined 
solely on the basis of conservational desiderata. A central purpose of the GRD 
is to create a stream of annual revenues — which I tentatively fi xed at about 
$300 billion or (in 2010) about half a percent of the sum of all gross national 
incomes — that would suffi  ce to design and implement the structural reforms 
and policies that would end severe human poverty once and for all. I argued 
that it is possible to generate such

  a suffi  cient revenue stream from a limited number of resources and pollutants. 
Th ese should be selected carefully, with an eye to all collateral eff ects. Th is suggests 
the following desiderata. Th e GRD should, fi rst, be easy to understand and to 
apply. It should, for instance, be based on resources and pollutants whose 
extraction or discharge is easy to monitor or estimate, in order to ensure that every 
society is paying its fair share and to assure everyone that this is so. Such 
transparency also helps fulfi ll a second desideratum of keeping overall collection 
costs low. Th e GRD should, third, have only a small impact on the price of goods 
consumed to satisfy basic needs. And it should, fourth, be focused on resource 
uses whose discouragement is especially important for conservation and 
environmental protection.  5    

While I envisioned the bases of GRD obligations to be specifi ed by appeal to 
various pragmatic considerations, Casal presents me as committed to the prin-
ciple that GRD must be charged only on the use and never on the ownership 
of resources. I did not mean to endorse any such abstract principle. To be sure, 
I do hold — for the conservational reasons already explained — that in the 
case of non-renewable natural resources (such as crude oil, metals or minerals) 
the GRD should be levied only on quantities extracted and not on quantities 
left underground. But I also wrote that the GRD can be extended beyond 
natural resources “to limited resources that are not destroyed through use but 
merely eroded, worn down, or occupied, such as air and water used for dis-
charging pollutants or land used for farming, ranching or buildings” (WPHR 
203). Th is passage shows my openness to extending the GRD levy to land that 
a country occupies.  6   

   5  Th omas Pogge:  World Poverty and Human Rights: Cosmopolitan Responsibilities and Reforms , 
second edition (Cambridge: Polity Press 2008), 212. Henceforth WPHR.  

   6  I am also open to extending the GRD levy to coastlines and natural harbors which, as Casal 
(pp. 325–326) points out, confer substantial economic advantages on their possessor countries.  
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 If this extension to land is adopted, then it makes sense to exempt certain 
land uses that we have reason to encourage: rainforests and other wilderness 
areas as well as lands used for planting basic foodstuff s for human consump-
tion should be exempted from the GRD and thereby be favored over the 
remaining uses of land for buildings, roads, golf courses, and the raising of 
animals (whose greenhouse gas emissions might be subject to additional GRD 
levies). 

 Casal (p. 319) worries that the GRD would also exempt large land hold-
ings whose owners make no use of the land. But such an exemption 
(beyond the special cases of rainforests and wilderness areas as well as unus-
able lands such as some deserts and rockface) would be diametrically 
opposed to the purposes of the GRD. Th e exemption would forfeit 
revenues that could be directed toward poverty avoidance. And it would pro-
vide perverse incentives for countries to condone large holdings of unused 
land, which have adverse environmental eff ects by causing the remaining land 
to be farmed more intensively with greater reliance on fertilizers and 
pesticides. 

 By holding that the GRD should target only natural resource extraction 
and not (unextracted) natural resource endowments, I am,  pace  Casal, not 
committed to advocating that land, as well, should be subject to the GRD 
only insofar as it is actively used. Th e two cases are very diff erent. Mere passive 
occupation of land diminishes the potential use the rest of humanity can 
make of this land: occupation reduces the total number of acre-years available 
to others. Th is contrasts with the case of unextracted natural resource endow-
ments which cause no environmental harm and also do not reduce the value 
these resources can help create when they are fi nally used. A country that 
contains large fertile areas on which nothing is produced withholds a lot of 
potential food from the present generation without leaving anything extra for 
future generations. A country that leaves untapped large underground crude 
oil reserves withholds much oil from the present generation but is also 
increasing by the same amount the quantity of oil available to future 
generations (which are likely to face greater scarcity of oil and other 
natural resources). Th e former country is imposing a net loss on the rest of 
humankind; the latter country is imposing no loss and is even benefi ting 
humanity by slowing pollution and global warming. Or, if I must put the 
point in terms of a use/ownership distinction: the former country is in the 
relevant sense using the land — just as you would be in the relevant sense 
using the bathroom if you locked yourself in there without availing yourself 
of its facilities — while the latter country is in the relevant sense not using 
the oil.  
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  2.2 .  At what rates should the GRD be levied? 

 I had described the GRD as levied at a fl at rate, using $3 per barrel of crude 
oil extracted as my paradigm example. Th e levy would be owed by countries 
in whose territory oil is being extracted. But much of this cost would be passed 
along, through higher world market prices, to the end users of petroleum 
products who would, for instance, pay up to 2 cent per liter (7 cents per gal-
lon) more for gasoline, diesel or heating oil (WPHR 211). Th ese price increases 
would dampen demand for GRD-targeted natural resources with the result 
that part of the cost of the GRD will be borne by the extractors of natural 
resources. 

 Th e main thrust of Casal’s critique is that a fl at rate is regressive and so 
unfair to the poor. Th e regressivity claim is true. While lower per-capita 
incomes are associated with lower natural-resource consumption, they are also 
associated with higher natural-resource consumption  per unit of income .  7   Th is 
is true for households as well as for countries; and therefore, if GRD were 
charged at a fl at rate, poor people and poor countries would end up contribut-
ing a larger percentage of their income than rich people. 

 Casal suggests that the GRD levy should be made progressive. Th is could 
be done either at the level of individuals (or households) or else at the level of 
countries. Casal seems to favor the former option; but progressivity at the 
household level is impossible to achieve. Just imagine the apparatus required 
to ensure that every person or household pays for gasoline the price per gallon 
that befi ts its income level. Such an apparatus would be impossibly expensive, 
intrusive and corrupting (causing a lot of cheating). Now imagine such a dif-
ferential-pricing apparatus extended to all commodities whose provision 
involves any resources subject to the GRD. Clearly, this sort of progressivity is 
wholly infeasible. 

 Progressivity at the country level would aim for a world in which the GRD 
component embedded in the price of any commodity would be adjusted 
up or down according to the per-capita income of the country in which this 

   7  Citing data from 1992, Casal claims that “Japan and many European countries produce 
more than ten times as much GDP per unit of energy consumed than China, and other develop-
ing countries are even less effi  cient” (Casal pp. 315–316). But when China’s 1992 gross domestic 
product is valued at Western prices, this ratio falls to 4:1 (Yearbook Statistical Energy Review 
2010, available at  http://yearbook.enerdata.net/energy-intensity-GDP-by-region.html , accessed 
on March 31, 2011). More recent data for 2009 show that energy intensity of GDP at purchas-
ing power parities was 0.32 in Russia, 0.28 in China, 0.25 in Africa, 0.21 in Canada, 0.20 in 
India, 0.17 in the United States, 0.14 in Latin America, and 0.12 in Europe and Japan (ibid.). 
Overall, energy effi  ciency in the rich countries is not even twice that in the poor countries.  
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commodity is consumed. Given the enormous complexity of the international 
division of labor, it would be extremely diffi  cult to estimate the GRD compo-
nent embedded in the various commodities. It would also be expensive and 
cumbersome to make the needed adjustments. Confi ning adjustments to a 
few important products, such as fuels, would lead to errors as when in a rich 
country high-GRD fuel is used in the manufacture of products whose end 
users are residents in poor countries. Additional errors arise from high rates of 
intra-national inequality. Millionaires in India would fl y their private planes 
on low-GRD fuel while poor people in the United States would have to fi ll 
their tanks with high-GRD fuel. 

 Until we have a clear and feasible proposal of how progressivity would 
work, I will continue to defend the GRD with a fl at rate. Th is defense can 
invoke two additional thoughts. First, Casal is right that we should aim to 
avoid large economic inequalities. But this is best achieved through a small 
number of institutional mechanisms and policy instruments that are best 
suited to this task. It is foolish to complain that the prices of all government 
services (such as public transportation, utility rates, passport fees, and postage 
stamps) as well as value added taxes on goods and services are regressive when 
they are not properly graduated according to each consumer’s economic cir-
cumstances. Such “regressivity” should be acceptable so long as the overall 
organization of the economy ensures a reasonable distribution of income and 
wealth. 

 Th e second point is that it is not even true that the GRD is regressive once 
one considers, as surely one must, not merely its revenue collecting but also its 
expenditure side. Current global household income is about $35 trillion 
annually of which less than 3 percent, or about $1 trillion, goes to the poorer 
half of the human population.  8   Suppose that the GRD, through the higher 
prices it would cause for many commodities, would indeed hit this poorer half 
disproportionately so that their contribution to overall GRD revenues would, 
say, be four times higher: 12 percent ($36 billion annually if the GRD is set at 
$300 billion per annum). Given that all GRD revenues are to be spent on 
poverty avoidance, the poorer half would still end up with a net gain of 

   8  Distributional data from Branko Milanovic (World Bank), who reports that the poorer half 
controlled about 2.92 percent of global household income in 2005 (e-mail of April 25, 2010). 
Milanovic is the leading authority on the measurement of inequality, and his published work 
contains similar albeit somewhat less updated information. See his “True World Income 
Distribution, 1988 and 1993: First Calculation Based on Household Surveys Alone,” in  Th e 
Economic Journal  112 (2002), 51–92;  Worlds Apart: Measuring International and Global Inequality  
(Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press 2005); and  Th e Haves and the Have-Nots: A Brief and 
Idiosyncratic History of Global Inequality  (New York: Basic Books 2011).  
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88 percent of the GRD volume ($264 billion annually) while the richer half 
would be net losers by the same amount. 

 But would not the poorer half do even better if their contribution to the 
GRD could somehow be lowered or even avoided altogether? As we have seen, 
this is not feasible. And, even if it were feasible, the case for such an exemption 
is less than compelling. If exempted, the poor would save money on GRD 
contributions, but they would also lose an equal amount in GRD funds spent 
on poverty avoidance. Th ough the amounts are equal, exemption from the 
GRD would cause the poor to end up with slightly preferred modifi ed con-
sumption patterns that are more slanted toward resource-intensive commodi-
ties.  9   Although a universal GRD deprives the poor of this small benefi t (which 
could be easily compensated by slightly enlarging the GRD volume), it is 
morally undesirable to exempt the poor — as if they did not care about, and 
could not share, our generation’s responsibility for the environment and 
toward future generations and other species. 

   9  A more accessible analogy may convey the point. Suppose you and some honest friends start 
a green club. Each of you agrees to pay $1 into a common kitty for every gallon of fuel used, and 
the money is divided equally among you. With net annual income of $21,600 you used to spend 
$3,500 to buy 1,000 gallons of fuel per year, spending the remaining $18,100 on other com-
modities and savings. After joining the club, maintaining this habit starts costing you an addi-
tional $1,000. Fortunately, as an average club member, you can aff ord this amount if you receive 
$1,000 from the kitty. Maintaining your habit, you would now be spending roughly 20 percent 
of your net income on fuel ($4,500 out of $22,600). Realistically, however, the increased price 
of fuel will change your spending pattern away from fuel (that was the point of the green club!) 
toward other consumption and greater savings. Suppose that maximizing your welfare in this 
way reduces your fuel consumption by ten percent to 900 gallons a year. You are now clearly 
better off  than you were before joining the club. Th e catch is, of course, that other club members 
also shift their consumption away from fuel, and so you (an average club member) will probably 
receive only about $900 from the kitty. Th e new equilibrium is that you will have $22,500 per 
annum, will spend $4,050 on 900 gallons of gasoline and $18,450 on other things (including 
savings). Th is expenditure pattern was already open to you before you joined the club. Th en you 
could have spent $3,150 to buy 900 gallons of gasoline and the remaining $18,450 of your 
$21,600 income on other things. Th e fact that you did not do this shows that you prefer 1,000 
gallons plus $18,100 for other things over 900 gallons plus $18,450 for other things. (Th e story 
shows how agents can have moral reason to create for themselves a multi-person prisoners’ 
dilemma that, by giving them a compelling prudential incentive to “defect” toward using less 
fuel, causes them to stick to their shared moral commitment.) So joining the green club leads 
you to a somewhat dispreferred outcome but it also ensures that you take fuller account of the 
burdens your fuel consumption imposes on the environment and future generations. Th e poor 
joining the GRD is analogous: it would encourage poor people to shift their spending to a some-
what dispreferred less resource-intensive pattern that takes fuller account of the burdens their 
consumption imposes on the environment and future generations.  
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 Th is response leaves two open problems. First, GRD spending may not 
reach some poor people who may then face higher prices for resource-
intensive consumption without compensating benefi ts. Th is problem would 
certainly arise if we attempted to pay out all GRD funds as cash (either as a 
need-based fl ow of basic income or as a need-based stock of starting capital  10  ), 
because it would be very diffi  cult to reach people in remote locations and to 
ensure delivery of the funds to people living under tyrannical or corrupt 
regimes. For this reason and also to curtail embezzlement and corruption, it 
would be better to diversify by spending some of the GRD funds diff erently, 
especially on institutional redesign and global public goods. For example, if 
pharmaceutical innovators could opt to sell their patented products at cost in 
exchange for being rewarded from GRD funds according to the health impact 
of their innovations, then all poor people would benefi t through much lower 
prices of advanced medicines (if not directly, at the point of sale, then indi-
rectly: through lower health insurance rates or greater access to drugs provided 
at public expense).  11   Similarly, if fi rms developing patented new plant varieties 
had the option to license their innovations at zero-cost in exchange for being 
rewarded from GRD funds according to increases in nutrient yield and reduc-
tions in pesticide and fertilizer use, then nearly all poor people would benefi t 
through lower prices of more nutritious foodstuff s as well as through an envi-
ronment less polluted by pesticides. And again, if those developing patented 
new clean/green technologies could opt to license their innovations at zero-
cost in exchange for being rewarded from GRD funds according to emissions 
averted, then all poor people would benefi t environmentally (as such clean 
technologies would be more widely used) and also fi nancially through lower 
prices of energy and commodities produced with such technologies.  12   Using 
the GRD to fund such public goods as well as clean water, adequate sanita-
tion, basic health care, basic education, careful redesign of national and supra-
national institutions/legislation, land reform, and measures against corruption, 
human traffi  cking, smoking and alcoholism, ensures that its introduction 
brings net benefi ts to nearly all poor people. Th e case for this conclusion 
becomes even stronger if we add in the environmental impact deriving from 

   10  Th e idea of such a starting capital is interestingly explored in Anne Alstott and Bruce 
Ackerman:  Th e Stakeholder Society  (New Haven: Yale University Press 2000).  

   11  See Aidan Hollis and Th omas Pogge:  Th e Health Impact Fund: Making New Medicines 
Accessible for All  (Oslo and New Haven: Incentives for Global Health 2008).  

   12  Th e latter two suggestions of Agricultural and Ecological Impact Funds are discussed in 
somewhat greater depth in my “Keynote Address: Poverty, Climate Change, and Overpopulation,” 
in  Georgia Journal of International and Comparative Law  38 (2010), 525–542.  
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the revenue collection side of the GRD: we all benefi t from the slow-down in 
pollution and global warming to the adverse eff ects of which poor people are 
especially vulnerable. Overall, there can be no doubt that creation of the GRD 
would massively reduce the depth and breadth of poverty, and might well, in 
time, eliminate altogether the severe poverty that currently blights and endan-
gers the lives of roughly half the human population. 

 Th e other open problem is that the GRD would impose, relatively speak-
ing, more of a burden on merely economically secure households than on very 
rich ones. Th is problem, too, would be off set or at least mitigated if some of 
the GRD funds were spent on the provision of global public goods as the 
resulting savings would constitute a higher fraction of income for households 
living on lower per-capita incomes. In any case, as stressed above, the GRD 
cannot achieve distributive justice on its own. Th is task requires other national 
and supranational mechanisms which could easily be adjusted so as to off set 
any undesirable distributional eff ects the GRD might be found to have within 
the non-poor population. 

 As a further criticism, Casal points out that the GRD ought not to ignore 
past pollution and natural resource use. She does not advocate that GRD pay-
ments should be sought from those who polluted and overused decades ago. 
Instead she reiterates her proposal of ownership taxes on tangible property and 
specifi es that such taxes should be based on the properties’ market value. If this 
is done, she contends, “a hybrid base produces a fairer outcome, with current 
ownership taxes functioning as retroactive use taxes” (Casal p. 316). 

 While I am open to extending the GRD to land that countries occupy, 
I believe that the rate of the levy should be based on the unimproved quality of 
the land — perhaps exempting unusable lands such as deserts, rockface, steep 
inclines, extreme altitudes or temperatures, and inaccessible locations — 
rather than its market value.  13   Th e market value of land is aff ected by many 
causes that are inappropriate modifi ers of the GRD levy. For example, land 
prices in Bangladesh are driven up by this country’s extremely high population 
density. Should the GRD penalize Bangladesh’s impoverished population for 
this? And should the GRD ask very little of Namibians for the cheap land they 
occupy when this cheapness is due to their occupation of enormous areas? If 
the GRD followed this rule, it would incentivize thinly populated countries to 

   13  It probably makes sense to fi x the quality of all usable land once and for all when the GRD 
is introduced. Countries that, through poor husbandry or neglect, render some of their lands 
unusable should not be rewarded with lower GRD obligations.  
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restrict immigration and would thereby aggravate inequalities of access to the 
world’s resources.  14   

 Another hugely important contributor to the market price of land is 
human improvement. Farmland is more valuable when it is properly cared 
for, and urban land is more valuable when the city is well-governed and pro-
vides attractive opportunities for recreation, sports, and culture. I would not 
want to rule out taxes that penalize such good husbandry of resources — 
national income and wealth taxes involve similar penalties, and I am not 
opposed to global taxes on income and wealth. But if such a tax were to be 
introduced, it should not be biased against countries that invest in adding 
value to their real estate while exempting countries that invest in US Treasury 
securities. Th e GRD, in any case, is not a global tax on income or wealth. It is 
a dividend owed by those who make  disproportionate  — as distinct from  good  
or  effi  cient  — use of the natural resources of our planet to those whose access 
is thereby reduced below a fair share. 

 Casal’s suggestion that populations with more valuable real estate have 
probably benefi ted more from past pollution and natural resource use 
may well be broadly correct. But this correlation is also very imprecise, as 
shown by other factors that greatly infl uence real estate prices, such as the two 
just mentioned. Moreover, this correlation is bound to become weaker and 
weaker. Th e GRD is conceived as a mechanism that — although it should 
obviously be periodically adjusted — can last indefi nitely. If we want to insti-
tute a retroactive use tax designed so as fairly to share the present benefi ts from 
disproportionate pollution and resource use before the GRD was introduced, 
it makes little sense to build this into a permanent mechanism like the GRD. 
Such a mechanism would, even centuries later, still charge countries according 
to the market value of their real estate on the increasingly bizarre hypothesis 
that, if their real estate is more valuable, then they must be benefi ciaries of 
disproportionate pollution and natural-resource use before the GRD was 
introduced. Rather than using real estate prices as a proxy in perpetuity, it 
would make much more sense to create a separate one-off  mechanism that 
would, within a few years, adjust once and for all the diff erential benefi ts 
national populations derive from pre-GRD pollution and natural-resource 
use.  15    

   14  Namibia has about 6 times as much land area as Bangladesh which in turn has about 75 
times as many people as Namibia.  

   15  I suspect that the call for such a retroactive adjustment is politically unrealistic and I see this 
as a further reason against building it into the GRD proposal.  
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  2.3 .  How should GRD revenues be spent? 

 Casal presents the GRD proposal as incorporating “a rigid rule allocating 
all disbursements to people below a threshold, regardless of their cost- 
eff ectiveness” (Casal p. 323). Th is presentation involves two misunderstand-
ings of what I have proposed. Th e fi rst misunderstanding is a failure to 
appreciate the distinction between the purposes the GRD is supposed to serve 
and the rules governing GRD spending. Suppose I were committed to a suf-
fi ciency principle, as Casal surmises, and were thus committed to designing 
the GRD so that it minimizes the aggregate shortfall from some rigid thresh-
old of suffi  ciency. Th is would not commit me to favor GRD spending rules 
that would divide the funds among those living below this threshold. On the 
contrary, if such spending rules would not be eff ective at averting poverty, 
then the suffi  ciency principle would commit me to reject these rules. Th e suf-
fi ciency principle requires that we design the GRD mechanism so that it has 
the greatest possible eff ect on the magnitude of world poverty which, for suf-
fi cientarians, is the aggregate shortfall from the threshold. 

 Th e second misunderstanding is that I rest my case for the GRD on a suf-
fi ciency principle. I have not done this and instead have aimed to show that 
the GRD is a plausible institutional reform that can be accepted by a wide 
diversity of mutually incompatible normative views as an important step in 
the right direction. Th us I have, as Casal understands, given diff erent argu-
ments in favor of the GRD, one appealing to the Lockean proviso, one appeal-
ing to historical injustice, and one appealing to the distributional eff ects of 
institutional arrangements. Th is last appeal to distributional eff ects was also 
meant to be ecumenical, attempting to show that the proposed GRD should 
be appealing to suffi  cientarians, prioritarians, and egalitarians by realizing 
what all three camps would recognize as substantial reductions in injustice 
relative to the status quo. To be sure, these three camps systematically disagree 
about how distributional eff ects of institutional arrangements should be 
assessed  16   and would therefore probably favor somewhat diff erent designs of 
the GRD. In my discussion, I was not entering into such details but merely 
sketching the GRD in enough detail to show that, on any further specifi ca-
tion, it would be a tremendous gain by suffi  cientarian  and  egalitarian  and  
prioritarian standards. 

   16  For an excellent discussion of these three approaches to distributive justice, see Paula Casal: 
“Why Suffi  ciency is Not Enough” in  Ethics  117 (2007), 296–326.  
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 In the wake of these clarifi cations of the spirit and content of the GRD 
proposal, I can embrace much of what Casal has written with critical intent. 
As I have made clear elsewhere, I am sympathetic to her prioritarian position 
by supporting a certain (non-lexical) priority for the worse-off  and also by 
rejecting the idea of some arbitrary rigid threshold above which improvements 
in socio-economic position cease to matter.  17   I also agree that “globally, pro-
viding public goods is simpler than administering regular payments to over 
six billion individuals, many of whom lack bank accounts” (Casal p. 323) — 
though it should be added that delivering cash to poor people is becoming 
vastly easier now through various electronic services accessible through cell 
phone technology. We should explore all promising ways of spending GRD 
funds on poverty avoidance and adopt a diversifi ed approach that makes it 
possible to reach each impoverished population in the most eff ective ways. 
Diversifi cation also allows us to take advantage of incentive eff ects: all agents 
and agencies involved understand that they will lose funding if they do not 
work eff ectively in the interest of the poor. Global public goods such as the 
Health Impact Fund and its two siblings certainly have a role to play: they 
would not merely ensure that nearly all poor people benefi t, but would also 
unlock huge collective gains by reducing the massive ineffi  ciencies involved in 
the current method of rewarding innovation through patent-protected mark-
ups.  18   And they would also (as shown above) off set or at least mitigate the 
problem that, by increasing the cost of resource-intensive consumption, the 
GRD would impose, relatively speaking, more of a burden on merely eco-
nomically secure households than on very rich ones. 

 On closer examination of the GRD and Casal’s criticisms of it, there seem to 
be no irreconcilable diff erence between our positions. Th is result may not 
hold up as we go forward in developing more detailed designs of the kind of 
resource-based mechanism we are both advocating. Th is is the task that should 
now command serious interdisciplinary and political attention: the task of 
designing in full detail, and presenting a comprehensive justifi cation for, a 
global funding mechanism that would produce massive environmental and 
conservational gains through its revenue collection as well as massive poverty 

   17  See my “How International Non-Governmental Organizations Should Act” in Patricia 
Illingworth, Th omas Pogge and Leif Wenar, eds.:  Giving Well: the Ethics of Philanthropy  (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press 2010), 46–66.  

   18  “Th e Health Impact Fund: enduring innovation incentives for cost-eff ective health gains,” 
in  Social Europe Journal  5/2 (Winter 2010/2011), 5–9,  www.social-europe.eu .  
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reductions through its targeted expenditures. Achieving such a mechanism 
would slow depletion of natural resources and the deterioration of our envi-
ronment while also greatly reducing the huge unjust burdens now imposed on 
the world’s poor. Working on its design is an essential step toward this 
achievement.  19                    

   19  Many thanks to Shan Ge for her helpful comments and suggestions  


