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Global trends may have changed
the public face of paverty,
writes John Savyer,

but the personal experience
remains unchanged.
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spent marveling at microelect-onmes o

¢ ) 5 debating global political 1ssues

!; j d b And yet poverty has changed In the

# "‘- 4 L7 past 3¢ years, tens of millions of people
’f/f’ have warked their way out of poverty and

entire nations have maoved from low tn
middle ncome. Other countries have
suffered declines in life expectancy,

income and health levels
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Some of the most impressive gains
have been made in East Asia - first in
Japan, Singapore, Hong Kong, South
Korea and Taiwan, tater followed by
Malaysia, ang eastern China. Different
mixtures of economic and social policies
¢created conditions for orowth and for the
benefits to have reached more than just
a small elite.

The actual number of poor pecple has
decreased: in 1981, according to the
World Bank, some 1.45 billion people
lived below the internaticnal poverty line,
defined by the World Bank as less than
UsD1 per day, while in 2001, that number
fell to 1.1 billion. At the same time, the
proportion of poar people in developing
countries has decreased from 28 per cent
in 1990 t¢ 19 per cent in 2002,

Yeot, wealth distribution remaing
distorted, and the poorest sector remains
the same: women

So, the glass is half full and half empty.

Looking hack thirty years ago, the cold
war dominated international relations.
The Wast and the Soviet sphere supported
governments which allied strategically
with them. Many of these governments
committed crimes, or sins of omissicn,
against their populations: their actions
condemned many of their peaple to
poverty and rights abuses,
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With the passing of the told war and
its underlying ideotogy, debates on
development such as good governance.
trade and investment policy, social
investment and the role of civil society,
began to be conducted in 2 more open
way. Several Communist governments
have introduced market reforms which
have brought new levels of economic
growth. Capitalist economies have
introduced more comprehensive welfare
systems and complex fimancial institutions
to prevent economic and currency crises,
Most people accept that it is a well-
applied mixture of policies which will end
absolute poverty in a nation; no single
actor, action or ideology will solve the
problem.

There are other positive trends. Today,
more national leaders who committed
unacceptable crimes against their people
are being brought to justice in inter-
naticnal courts. And while the trials them-
salves may be far from tatisfactory, they
serve to warn leaders everywhere that
history does not provide immunity from
crimes against humanity.

Developing countries are more
assertive in many forums, Regional

political groupings, such as the African



A 30-YEAR JOURNEY

Union, are taking control of agendas for
improved governance and better regional
economic (opperation. At the Waerld
Trade Organization, develaping tountries
are using strength in rumbers: new blocs
are rejecting the tactics of a minority of
economically nowerful nations which rig
the rules of trade. Meanwhile, developed
country governments are being pressured
to tontribute to ending world poverty
through an intelligent application of
policies on trade, investment, debt, aid,
weapons sales, immigraticon, labour,
environmental standards and corruption.

Globallv, there is recognition that civil
society - the self-organised efforts of
neople to voice their demands and
contribute to social development cutside
of the formal political power structure -
is an important part of an accountable
and respensive social system, Oxfam can
attest that many projects involving poor
pecple in decision making and resource
management, has brought many successes

in improving pecple’s lives. Villagers,

intellectuals and governments alike have
seen madels such as the micro-credit
schemes of the Grameen Bank in
Bangladesh place economic control and
trust in the hands of people living in
poverty. When people gain access to
resources such as finance, product and
market information, ideas on adding
value in processing, fair access to markets
(village, local, national, regional or
gtohal), or decent jobs, their lives can
transform. Their poverty can end.

In 2006, we are armed with the
capacity to put an end to poverty. The fact
that 1,200 children continue to die from
poverty every minute of each day that
passes is more of a ¢rime today than it
was 30 years ago, for we now have a
clearer view of their plight, and a clearer
idea of exactly what should be done. Just

like apartheid, or slavery, poverty can be
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overcome and banished into history. all
that is lacking is the mobilisation of those
ideas and resources by our political and
economic leaders; north, south, east, west.

It is every citizen’s job to make it clear
to our political leaders that we expect
them teo put action against poverty at the
top of the agendas. We must also make it
clear te business leaders that the social
license 1o operate includes a commitment
to carry out their core business in a pro-
poor manner. If we act, and successfully
demand action from our leaders, there is
no doubt in Oxfam’s mind that wide-
spread poverty can end within our life-

time: over the next 30 years.

lohin Sayer (jsayer@axfam.org.hk} is Director General of Gxfam Hong Kong. |






