Givers and Misers

By Claudia Rosett

01/22/2010

Forbes.com

Original Source: http://www.forbes.com/2010/01/21/haiti-earthquake-aid-united-nations-opinions-columnists-claudia-rosett.html?boxes=opinionschannellighttop

The earthquake in Haiti has brought out the best and the worst of the so-called international community. It has especially highlighted the contrast between the generosity and capabilities of the free world and the miserly, self-serving ways of the oil-rich tyrannies of the Middle East.

In the race to rescue Haitians stricken by the Jan. 12 quake and its aftershocks, two countries immediately stood out. One was Israel. Thanks to a mix of democratic enterprise and decades of suffering terrorist attacks, the Israelis have become experts in swiftly responding to destruction. While most of the rest of the world struggled to get organized, the Israelis had landed a modern field hospital and staff in Haiti and were busy saving lives.

But the mother of all standout, standup countries has been, as usual, the U.S. As of Jan. 21, the United Nations' ReliefWeb database showed contributions from the U.S. government (a.k.a. U.S. taxpayers) worth $90 million, or 44% of the grand total pledged.

That's just a fraction of the real U.S. contributions, which include millions in private donations plus a huge relief operation by the U.S. military. America has been sending ships, air-dropping rations and pouring in thousands of troops to open relief corridors and provide security. All this is politely styled as backup to a U.N. effort, which is in reality propped up by the U.S.

The U.S. is also either the top donor or among the largest to most of the multilateral operations now focused on Haiti. These include not only the U.N., with its array of agencies, but also the World Bank and the International Committee of the Red Cross. The World Bank, for instance, has promised a $100 million emergency grant for Haiti; the U.S. bankrolls at least 12% of the World Bank's facility for grants and giveaway loans to poor countries. The ICRC, now helping in Haiti, gets roughly one-quarter of its global government funding from the U.S.

As for the U.N., America typically bankrolls somewhere between 22% and 25%--or more- -of most major U.N. operations. That not only applies to the overhead of programs to which the U.S. is now making direct emergency contributions, such as the World Food Program. It also applies to U.N. peacekeeping, into which the U.S. pours billions every year, or roughly 25%, now rising to 27%, of the ever-expanding U.N. peacekeeping budget. So not only are U.N. peacekeepers in Haiti right now being propped up on the ground by the massive aid operation of the U.S. military; the single biggest source of financial support for those same peacekeepers is the U.S.

Just behind the U.S. in contributions to the U.N.'s Haiti appeal is a roster of Western democracies, starting with France (12.7% of the total pledged to date), Sweden (7.4%), Spain (3.5%), Germany (2.8%), Brazil (2.6%), Australia, Finland, Canada, Italy, Denmark ... you get the idea.

Where are the oil-rich Islamic countries of the Middle East, for whom charity is supposed to be such a vital part of life?

The U.N. flash appeal presumably groups these nations under "Others," which account for 0.1% of the total committed donations. That puts them in a collective tie with Botswana. That's a pretty good guide to their contributions to other multilateral efforts as well. In contrast to the U.S. government's 2008 contribution to the ICRC of $237.8 million, for instance, Saudi Arabia chipped in $216,460. Iran gave $50,000.

Not that the Saudis are doing zilch. The Saudi embassy's Web site on Jan. 21 had posted press releases announcing that--in all its oil-cartel munificence--the OPEC Fund for International Development is granting $500,000 to Haiti. The Riyadh-based Arab Gulf Program for the UN Development Program will donate $100,000.

Iran has advertised itself as dispatching 30 tons of relief for Haiti. Some of the smaller nations in the Middle East have been pitching in, with contributions such as $1 million from Kuwait, via the Red Crescent; air support from Qatar and a few million here and there from such places as the United Arab Emirates.

But overall, the help for Haiti from the oil-rich Islamic regimes of the Middle East has been a drop in the bucket brigade led by the U.S. and immediately helped by Israel, the European Union and other members of the free world. Among the oil despotisms of the Islamic world it is evidently more important to focus on such projects as Saudi Arabia's networks of infidel-hating madrassas or Iran's billions for missile development, terror webs and nuclear pursuits.

How ironic, then, that at the U.N.--officially the core coordinator of Haitian relief--two of the top six countries most often condemned by the majority are the U.S. and Israel (along with Sudan, the Congo, Burma and Iraq). This condemnation is one of the chief contributions of such major UN voting blocs as the Organization of the Islamic Conference (headquartered in Saudi Arabia) and the 130-member bloc of "developing" countries known as the Group of 77, in which Iran is an enthusiastic participant. The G-77 was chaired last year by Sudan and will be chaired this year by Yemen.

In some ways, it's just as well that the oil-despotisms of the Middle East are largely sitting out the Haitian relief effort. As far as emergency aid comes with influence and role-models attached, better that Haitians should imbibe the values of free societies. But in an era when the importance of democracy is being sidelined, capitalism is under fire and the U.N. General Assembly has become a playground of the Organization of the Islamic Conference, it bears noting that the market democracies of the world are the ones that have come forward with the capacities and the largeness of heart to lead the relief for Haiti.
