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And there was a contradiction, overlooked for the most part in his
soaring speeches. His central insight at Nairobi was that economic
growth could be created in rural areas by giving technical aid to small
farmers — those who tilled “a handkerchief of soil,” in his fine
phrase. But people with land were, by definition, not landless and
not the absolute poor, who, by his announced income criterion, had
almost nothing. McNamara was rushing past a sociological fact of
most of the societies he sought to help, which was that the very poor
people were landless or squatters with no title to land. Those with
farms existed in “relative poverty”; he counted them separately from
the 700 million. Who, exactly, was he planning to uplift? wondered
a few experts at the time.*® The problem would haunt him later.

McNamara’s systems approach, however, would prove in at least one
case to be of overwhelming importance. He had displayed all his life
both skepticism of advanced technology and an underlying faith in
technological miracles. McNamara, explains one of the Bank’s senior
statistical experts, was looking for what economists call a “produc-
tion function, a standard approach so powerful and efficient that it
could be easily transferred from one situation to others and between
countries.

“One couldn’t help [but get] the impression that he had the belief
that if we prototyped in a few places, we could go off and put it onto
the production line.”*!

McNamara arrived on the scene at the right moment, therefore, as
far as the Green Revolution was concerned. The miracle strains of
high-yield wheat and rice that would thrive in parts of Asia and Latin
America had proved themselves.** As a trustee of the Ford Founda-
tion from April 1968 onward, McNamara had a front-row seat at the
breakthroughs pioneered by the four research institutes that were
supported by Ford and by the Rockefeller Foundation and that cre-
ated the Green Revolution. He got to know the remarkable people of
the Green Revolution, such as Norman Borlaug and Forrest
(“Frosty”) Hill. “McNamara had an intellectual’s fascination with
the hands-on, land-grant guys,” remarks Yudelman.

The Green Revolution was becoming the victim of its own success.
Between them, the two foundations bankrolled the four institutes,
the first one in Mexico, where Borlaug did his seminal work with
Mexican semidwarf wheat; one in the Philippines; one in Colombia;
and one for tropical agriculture, in Nigeria. The annual budgets of
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the four centers were climbing toward $11 million; although the
foundations had made several unusual long-term grants to keep them
going, it was not clear that long-term financing could be arranged.
Compounding the problem was the rising demand for advice and
extension, the mechanism by which new agricultural knowledge,
seeds, and farming techniques spread to specific localities and are
taught, one on one, to local farmers. Eleven million dollars was a
drop in the bucket to convert the hundreds of millions of rural farm-
ers in India to better farming practices, to remove the threat of fam-
ines and raise incomes above fifty to seventy-five dollars per year.

At a meeting at the Rockefeller Foundation’s conference center at
Bellagio, Italy, in 1969, after a “homespun presentation” by Frosty
Hill on how the new varieties were transforming India’s Punjab,
McNamara proposed a “consultative group” of several organizations
and aid donors to jointly provide funds for the institutes on an on-
going basis, says Warren Baum, a key player.* Immediately John
Hannah, the director of the U.S. government’s aid program, sug-
gested that the United States provide 25 percent of the funds for a
joint group. McNamara’s idea, swapped around the meeting, became
the answer.

His faith in management drove him to find the right organizational
vehicle by which to disseminate the Green Revolution on a scale
commensurate with its potential. The Bank’s executive directors,
however, had reservations: Why not regional groups to support the
far-flung institutes? Why not have the United Nations food agency
take the lead? Why should the World Bank provide the secretariat
and organizing functions, as McNamara recommended? Supporting
agriculture research at the increased level that McNamara encour-
aged, in different regions and new, specialized institutes, would be a
huge enterprise, and what about the diversion of Bank staff time and
funds? McNamara pointed to Rotberg’s successful investment of the
Bank’s liquid funds to answer the last objection: The Bank would pay
for the operating costs of the group secretariat in Washington from
profits on invested funds, he said. As for why the Bank should take
the lead, McNamara noted that the directors already had agreed to
plans to lend $4 billion for agricultural projects in coming years,
projects whose total value over time would be $10 billion, yet the
research base to validate this investment did not exist.

McNamara’s approach to running the planet, in Clark’s phrase,
was Lo (ICI{‘rl"iﬂC U'ﬂ'l';l” |.'|('['l.|."i ."H! l}ll.'n ﬁ[lll resources toomedt 'I.I“.'
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needs. This approach seemed bold, if not rash, when he talked of
population growth or of reaching all of 700 million absolute poor.
Yet it was right for the situation of agriculture in 1969—71. The weak-
ness of his management style — overcentralized direction, overem-
phasis on resource inputs and the “production function” — were
strengths in this case.

M. S. Swaminathan, one of the deans of Indian agriculture, recalls
that McNamara convened the experts at a dinner party at his house
on Tracy Place in 1971.*" Swaminathan remembers McNamara’s
banging his hand on the dining room table as he told them that their
plans were too small. Instead of scrounging for $11 million per year,
the institutes needed to spend $100 million per year by 1980, he said.

The experts were stunned.

Meanwhile, the Bank’s executive directors were still balking, and
the foundations’ string was running out. But the consultative-group
format was being developed steadily into a mature plan, and in 1972
the unglamorous-sounding Consultative Group on International Ag-
ricultural Research came into being. Its headquarters were in the
World Bank’s offices, while its technical advisory committee was
housed in the Food and Agriculture Organization. CGIAR had a
troika of expert directors — Hill, Swaminathan, and Sir John Craw-
ford — and funds to run the research centers, pledged by eleven do-
nors and totaling more than $160 million; its annual grants would rise
toward $100 million during the decade.

By the early 1980s, more institutes had been added and hundreds
of new strains had been exported successfully to Asia and Latin
America, although with less success in Africa, on the whole. The
institute in the Philippines assisted China for years, despite the fact
that China was neither recognized by the international system nor a
member of the Bank.*

By 1983, eighteen years after the first successful new strains grew
in India and Pakistan, 58 percent of the rice land in the developiny
countries — which lies mainly in Asia— was planted with the new
varieties of rice. Also by that time, the new varieties of wheat and rice
distributed from the research centers were estimated to have provided
fifty million tons of additional food per year, enough to meet the
cereal needs — that is, the caloric requirements — of 500 million peo
ple, “impressive numbers by any standard,” says one evaluation,

Swaminathan says, “McNamara's ;n*rxm‘:.ll conviction of the cru
cial role of research was a very important factor in CGIAR’s gaining
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momentum.” Would the larger, more organized structure and vastly
greater funding levels have been achieved without McNamara and the
Bank? Swaminathan thinks not. “Without the Bank’s indications that
it would be central, the thing would not have moved.”*®

McNamara and Margy were touring a town in the West African
nation of Mali, south of the great, dry region of the continent called
the Sahel, when they noticed about eight adult men walking along,
holding on to a pole; a small child held the other end of the pole and
led them along.

Why? the McNamaras asked. The men were blind, they were told;
20 million people in seven countries in West Africa, from Senegal to
Niger, faced a terrible choice: farm and risk blindness, or barely
scrabble a living off parched land away from the river.*

The scourge was a disease called river blindness, or onchocerciasis,
spread by a black fly that bred in river rapids. A farmer on the banks
might be bitten a thousand times a day when the flies were buzzing
and thus be implanted with worm larvae. As the worms grew, they
caused terrible internal pain and itching; people had committed sui-
cide to end the agony. The dead worms built up in the human eye and
caused blindness.

“Margaret in particular was affected by this,” recalls David Bell,
lormer head of the U.S. Agency for International Development.
Margy asked her husband why the Bank did not do something about
it. McNamara explained that the Bank left health programs to the
World Health Organization. But Margy wouldn’t take no for an
answer, and Bob McNamara decided his wife was right.

McNamara the moralist often said that not to act is tantamount to
action and carries equal responsibility. There was no preventive in-
oculation against the disease at the time, so the only solution was
spraying. The Bank justified project loans to fight river blindness on
an economic rate-of-return computation of how much more produc-
uve the people of the region would be if more retained their sight.

The remaining problem was the lack of expertise or organization in
the many countries where the disease struck — African countries of-
ten had modern city hospitals but rarely organized health care in rural
arcas. The Bank’s first lending to fight the disease, in 1974, went to
asupergovernmental group, mamly statfed with European and Amer-
I CXperts, that could tly |w|iyu|'-tr.'|'5 along rivers, crossing, provin
cual and natonal boundaries. ™
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