GLOBALISATION IS NOT WORKING FOR THE WORLD’S POOR

(Sep 12)  Despite the commitments made by the world leaders at the Millennium Summit, poverty is not declining and in fact is actually on the rise in many regions, concludes the Social Watch report 2005, an independent assessment to be presented Wednesday to participants at the second UN World Summit that will bring to New York the largest gathering ever of heads of state and government.

The poor performance of governments in fulfilling international agreements to reduce poverty and achieve gender equity is amply demonstrated by Social Watch, an international citizens’ watchdog coalition with members in 50 countries.

“The world has made only half the progress needed to be on track towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the pace of advances in social development has slowed down since 1990, in spite of all the promises and declarations,” said Social Watch coordinator Roberto Bissio.

The Social Watch report 2005, titled “Roars and Whispers” to emphasize the distance from promises to action, evaluates progress towards the goals adopted by the international community in 2000 and concludes that at least part of the blame lies with the process of economic globalisation hailed as a means of ending inequalities among nations in the post-Cold War world. 

Globalisation has improved conditions for trade, but not for workers. As a result, while wealth is being created, the majority of people in the world are not sharing in it, the Social Watch report stresses.

“Capital can move much faster than two centuries ago, but workers cannot. They are forced to compete in a race to the bottom while investment-starved governments compete to offer more concessions and tax-exemptions. Unbalanced rules create unbalanced results,” said Bissio, adding, “This should not be a surprise for neoliberal economists, since that is precisely what Adam Smith observed and predicted in The Wealth of Nations, published in the 18th century.”

The Social Watch report also addresses the conflicts of interest that have emerged in the international trade sphere, such as the conflict between the rights of people in developing countries to have access to urgently needed HIV/AIDS drugs and the intellectual property rights of pharmaceutical companies, which are regulated by World Trade Organisation (WTO) agreements. 

The fact that there is no global supreme court to decide what should prevail when human rights and WTO trade regulations conflict lends even greater importance to meetings like the Millennium Summit+5. The Summit, which will bring together over 170 heads of state and government on 14-16 September, will address the progress made so far towards achieving the MDGs and international trade rules, among other themes.

The technical question of how to define and measure poverty is open to debate. The Programme of Action adopted at the 1992 Social Summit in Copenhagen defined poverty as a lack of resources and of social, political, and cultural participation, and distinguishes between the mass poverty in many developing countries and pockets of poverty in wealthy, developed countries. Absolute poverty, for its part, is marked by severe deprivation of basic human needs, and thus refers not only to income but also to access to social services.

The Millennium Declaration combines references to needs (food, water) with means (income) by establishing the targets of reducing by half the proportion of people living on less than one dollar a day, the proportion of people who suffer from hunger, and the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water, all by the year 2015. 

The criterion of less than one dollar a day was established by the World Bank as the so-called international extreme poverty line. 

By adopting this indicator, “the Millennium Declaration takes some distance from the views of the Social Summit and that of Nobel Prize-winning economist Amartya Sen, who states that poverty must be seen as the deprivation of basic capabilities rather than merely as lowness of incomes,” said Bissio. 

In accordance with its own definition, the World Bank estimates that there are 1.3 billion poor people in the world. However, Social Watch points out that if national definitions of poverty are used instead of the international “extreme poverty” line, at least half a billion people would be added to the number of poor in middle and upper income countries alone.

The discrepancy stems from the fact that the one dollar a day indicator is inappropriate for many regions of the world. In Latin America, for example, the UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) sets the threshold for extreme poverty at two dollars a day, while in the United States it is estimated at around 12 dollars a day. 

In fact, when national official definitions of poverty are used, there are 200 million more poor people in Latin America than those counted by the international standard.

The new Social Watch report maintains that the use of the one dollar a day indicator responds mainly to ideological and political motives. “This indicator has led World Bank researchers to claim that ‘globalisation is working,’ since it seems to imply that the proportion of people living in poverty in the world as a whole is declining,” remarked Bissio.

The Social Watch research team reaches a very different conclusion: extreme poverty is not declining and is actually increasing in Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, Eastern Europe and most of Asia, where progress is concentrated in Vietnam, India and China.

