
60 

4 The mechanisms of 
impoverishment 
From colonialism to 'development' and the global
ization of market culture; the institutions of poverty, 
debt and trade; privatizing necessities; the politics 
of Poverty Reduction Strategies; the tenderness of 
the rich. 

'Poverty wants some, luxury many, and avarice all things. ' 
Seneca 

GLOBAL POVERlY IS not a matter of lack of 
resources but a consequence of economic control by 
the rich countries. How this came about remains a 
story largely untold by the historians of privilege. 

Globalization (the integration, to varying degrees, 
of all countries into a single world economic system) 
shows remarkable continuity with colonialism. For 
this, too, was an attempt by the great powers from the 
16th to the 19th centuries to take over the wealth and 
'raw materials' of the world, and to open up markets 
for their own products. It was a taste of things to 
come: European military power conquered peoples, 
many of whom had never known a money economy, 
and took the treasures of forests and croplands, min
erals, artifacts and the finest ornaments of ancient civ
ilizations. 

The rise of Communism and the liberation move
ments in the colonized territories checked the impe
rial project after 1945. Most countries governed by the 
European empires chose socialism at the time of their 
independence. The world divided into two camps, 
and the struggle was on for the destiny of humankind, 
between the socialist and the capitalist model. 

Since imperialism was identified with capitalism, 
the West had to produce a convincing alternative to a 
socialism which promised social justice and equality. 

This is how 'development' was born. It was an ideo
logical construct, rooted in the historical moment in 
which it was conceived. 

In January 1949 US President Harry S Truman 
declared: 'We must embark on a new program for 
making the benefits of our scientific advances with 
industrial progress available for the improvement and 
growth of the underdeveloped areas.' In a single sen
tence Truman consigned more than half of humanity 
to backwardness. The cultural richness and diversity 
of the world, its ancient patterns of life became, not a 
reason for celebration, but a problem - the object of 
a Western project of redemption. 

'Development', then, was a strategy, formulated at 
the beginning of the Cold War. The competitive bat
tle with Communism (which broke out in open war
fare in Korea and Vietnam) was to last until the Soviet 
Union disintegrated in 1990. Over time, 'develop
ment' became a showy display ofaffluence, in contrast 
to the austerity associated with socialist economies. 

Bangladeshi economist Anisur Rahman recognized 
this early on. 'It was the threat of Bolshevik revolution 
inspiring social revolutions in the Third World that 
was countered by a promise of "development" to help 
the underdeveloped societies to catch up with the 
"developed". Development was defined exclusively as 
economic development, reducing the degree of 
progress and maturity in a society to be measured by 
the level of its production." 

'Development' evokes organic growth, flowering 
and maturation, not only of the human being but of 
nature itself - a process inherent in the very birth of 
'new' countries in Asia and Africa. It also smuggled in 
the idea that 'underdeveloped' countries were infants, 
their destiny was to grow up like those which had once 
cast themselves as 'mother-countries'. Thus racism 
continued to dominate Western attitudes towards the 
countries they had dispossessed in the colonial period. 
The concept of 'emerging' countries strengthened a 
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I The benefits of the Western way of wealth are notsense of dateless non-being out of which they had 

in doubt, although they remain out of reach for thecome - darkness, ignorance, the womb. The associa
majority of humanity. Everywhere in the world people?on ?f ?ev~lopment with 'growth' made it easy to 

1 have voted with their feet, seeking out the goldenidentify It With constant economic expansion. 
realms of peace and plenty. Graduates from all overThe creation of wealth was central to the Western 

model. It seemed obvious that a system which could 
produce so much would easily abolish poverty. The 
accumulation of goods masked other realities - for 
instance, that the richest societies in the world were 
increasingly blemished by crime, violence, addictions, 
social breakdown and psychic disorder. In other 
words, the true cost of its version of riches did not 
appear in the apparent price. 

Many Third World leaders were suspicious of the 
change of heart of former imperialists. They sought to 
vaIJ, but not to question, the basic developmental par
adigm. They came up with 'human development' 
'indigenous development', 'participatory develop~ 
ment', building on the capacities of their peoples. A 
more recent form is 'sustainable development', which 
the West has re-colonized: it now means whatever the 
rich can get away with. Since then, 'post-d.evelopment' 
~~ e~erge?, with its suggestion that we are already 
hvmg in a kmd of blessed afterlife. 

While development was pitted against its socialist 
rival, its promises remained largely in the realm of 
fantasy. Poor people regarded it with skepticism, con
cerned as they were with filling their bellies, finding 
shelter from the monsoon rains, clean water, health
care and the safe passage through childhood of a new 
generation. 

The existence of the alternative - Communism 
held t~e wor~d in frozen immobility for half a century. 
The ~lssolutIo.n of t?e USSR, however, didn't only 
vanquish the nval to development'. It also called the 
bluff of the developmental mirage that the West had 
promoted. The time had come for the world to call in 
the pr~mises made in the heat of rivalry. Could they 
be reahzed? Could the West deliver? 

the South queue up to work as houseboys or maidser
vants in Jeddah or Abu Dhabi, as factory labor in eco
nomic priority zones all over Asia, as fast-food servers 
in the have-a-nice-d.ay culture of Europe and North 
America. Some have traveled in leaky boats to pick 
potatoes or beet in the icy winter dawns of Northern 
Europe or, packed into refrigerated containers and 
suffocating trucks, sometimes perished in pursuit of 
oppressive labor at destinations they never reached. 

It has seemed to more and more people that the 
good things promised will not come to them: these 
would have to be sought out in the places where they 
have accumulated in bewildering profusion. 

The epic migrations of our time are a response to 
promises of modernization and progress. Are the car
avans of hope now crossing the world following path
ways to prosperity, or merely tracing to its source the 
agent of their impoverishment? There is a severe pro
hibition on economic migrants, painted as the 
chancers and opportunists of the world, who seek to 
pass through barriers made porous by globalization. 
Suffering peoples, once lured by promises of improve
ment so that they should not be tempted by the 
doubtful attractions of socialism, now face barbed 
wire, No Entry signs and armed guards at the corners 
of closed-off avenues of global mobility. 

The flaws in the capitalist model, concealed by the 
glaring defects of its ideological rival, are now clearer. 
The West will share with the world, not its wealth but 
the mysteries of its capacity for wealth-creation. The 
messages, however, omit certain details, the most 
important being that the West grew rich by the 
exploitation of the very territories and peoples it now 
exhorts to follow in its footsteps. Indeed, the best-kept 
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secret of 'development' is that it is a colonial concept, 
a project of extraction. Since most countries have no 
colonial possessions from which wealth may be 
squeezed, they must place intolerable pressure on 
their own people and environment. The rights of 
minorities are violated, the resource-base of forest 
people and subsistence farmers plundered to earn 
foreign exchange, the labor of the poor sold to the 
lowest bidder, 'surplus population' moved as settlers 
into ancestral homelands of tribal and indigenous 
peoples. 

A system of limitless economic expansion in a lim
ited world - this is the ideology of development. It is 
no more capable of being realized now than it was 
when inhibited by the controls of socialism. 

Perhaps market culture will reach all the inhabi
tants of a world ransacked of its treasures. If it does so, 
it will be changed in transmission. Poor people can 
expect consumerism instead of relief from poverty, 
economic growth instead of security, Coca-Cola rather 
than safe water, junk food instead of adequate nutri
tion, instruction from commerce in lieu of education, 
products of entertainment conglomerates as a substi
tute for ancient cultures. 

How long they will tolerate this version of 'devel
opment' devised in another era, as a diversion from 
the appeal of socialism, is a question to which answers 
are already being provided by some of the humiliated 
and excluded. 

Institutionalizing development 
Unfair development has been institutionalized. It lies 
in the mechanisms that 'manage' globalization, 
including the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
and World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, the 
World Trade Organization, transnational companies 
and governments of the rich countries. These preach 
a fictitious doctrine of 'free' markets. 

'Freedom' in the economic sphere is code for 

whatever advantages the world's wealthy people. Free 
trade is no such thing. Poor farmers in the South can
not compete with the European Union and America, 
whose governments pay vast subsidies to their own 
food producers. 'Free markets', similarly, are a myth. 
Money moves freely around the world at a touch of a 
button, and some commodities may move too (sub
ject to quotas and tariffs), but human beings (or 
'labor', as they appear in the economic calculus) are 
severely controlled - as panic over 'economic 
migrants' in Europe shows. 

The IMF and World Bank were set up at the end of 
World War Two to help reconstruct Europe after the 
ravages of war. They were to provide unconditional 
loans to avoid economic crises and to steady exchange 
rates. The growth of these institutions was phenome
nal: they financed infrastructural and developmental 
projects in the South in the 1960s, became agents for 
recycling the capital generated by oil price increases 
of the 1970s. They provided the loans to the countries 
of the South which created the debt crisis. The IMF 
moved in with structural-adjustment programs which 
pressured countries to export more in order to 'serv
ice' that debt, even if this meant increasing poverty. 

The Highly Indebted Poor Countries 
Initiative (HIPC) 
In 1996 the HIPC was launched to reduce the debts of the poorest 
countries to sustainable levels. As a result of extensive campaigning 
by Jubilee 2000, the HIPC was extended at the G-7 (rich-countries) 
summit in Cologne in 1999, with a pledge of $100 billion of debt relief. 

This was barely one-third of the amount Jubilee 2000 considered 
essential. Not all donor countries have fulfilled their promise and 
'sustainable' levels of debt have not been delivered. Malawi, which 
owes $2.9 billion, is eligible for $950 million, but even the remaining 
debt is beyond its capacity to repay. Although experiencing a crisis 
of both hunger and HIVIAIDS, Malawi is still expected to pay $66 mil
lion a year, mainly to the rich countries, the IMF and World Bank. _ 

Jubilee Research, www.jubilee2000uk.org. 
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Debt is a major tool for control. The indebtedness 
of people of the West keeps them in line: students 
leaving university owe thousands of dollars for an edu
cation already consumed; people will 'own' their 
houses courtesy of a 'redemption day' 25 years hence. 
Everything, from the goods people take on credit to 
the pensions they hope to enjoy, ties individuals to a 
global financial system. How much more powerful is 
debt in attaching whole countries to a global order 
from which there is no escape! 

Under the neoliberal ideology of the 1980s (the 
'Washington Consensus'), the IMF became the 
enforcer of the integration of all countries into the 
global economy. The answer to debt was further loans 
and new 'conditionalities' -liberalizing the economy, 
opening up domestic markets to competition, dereg
ulation, devaluation of the currency (to increase 
'competitiveness') and cuts in government spending 
(except on arms, purchased mostly from the 
'advanced' industrial countries). These cuts were 
overwhelmingly in healthcare, education, nutrition 
and welfare services, which impoverished people 
already poor. Indebted countries were also compelled 
to export more to 'earn' the money to 'honor' the 
debt. Since many compete in exporting primary com
modities like coffee, sugar, cocoa, or manufactured 
goods like garments, shoes and toys, prices are con
tinuously falling. They must then export more and 
more to earn the same amount. 

Jubilee 2000 campaigned worldwide for the G-7 
and financial institutions to forgive the debt of the 
poorest countries: 24 million people signed the 
largest petition ever seen. By the end of the campaign 
in December 2000 it was clear that debt cancellation 
didn't match the rhetoric of the powerful. TheJubilee 
Debt Campaign is the successor to Jubilee 2000 and 
carries forward the pressure on decision-makers for 
debt cancellation and poverty reduction. The move
ment has a base in many countries across the world. 
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Identical programs were forced upon all countries 
by the IMF, increasing debt and dependency. In par
allel, negotiations of the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade became institutionalized in the 
World Trade Organization (WIO) in 1995. This was 
supposed to set up a rules-based system for imple
menting global compliance with a highly skewed ver
sion of 'free trade'. Poor countries would have to 

open themselves up to the rich countries for agricul
tural imports and industrial manufactures, as well as 
to the service sector, not only in finance and banking 
but also electricity, water and power, telecommunica
tions and the 'cultural products' of media conglom
erates. 

The effects of 'free' trade 
Criticism of the mechanisms that keep poor countries 
poor has led to a continuous sh~ft i? t~e ~hetoric, if 
not the practice, of the financial msntuuons. Ever 
since the World Bank was accused of aiding projects 
that damage local people - the transmi!?ration. pr~ 
gram in Indonesia, the Pernambuco dam m Brazil> It 
has shown constant remorse and promised to reform. 
You want environmental protection? This is our prior
ity. You want gender equality? We were just going to 
suggest it. You want participatory development? It was 
on the tip of our tongue. You want good governance? 
It is our most urgent concern. Now, poverty abate
ment is the slogan of the hour. 

Similarly, the IMF claims it has listened and learned 
from popular protest around the world. Yet. it is still 
imposing the same conditions and impossible bur
dens that led to the debacle in Argentina, where half 
the population was plunged into poverty thanks to the 
(contradictory) prescriptions of the IMF. 

Structural adjustment programs, lowered living 
standards, increased poverty, falling wages and rising 
prices have led to riots in many countries. Capital 
then takes flight and deserts the places where 

67 

jackiekruse
Highlight



The mechanisms of impoverishment 

The rice farmers of Haiti 
Phillippe Michel works in a rice mill in Haiti's Artibonite Valley. The mill 
was built so that poor farmers could process their rice before taking 
it to market. But when the markets in the capital, Port-au-Prince, are 
awash with cheap imported rice, buyers don't bother to travel to 
Artibonite to purchase Haitian rice. 

For decades rice has provided tens of thousands of Artibonite fam
ilies with a livelihood and an income. Now the valley's farmers are 
selling their land and heading off: to the shanty towns of Port-au
Prince, to the Dominican RepUblic for work, or risking their lives try
ing to enter the US illegally. Phillippe has lost a friend and a cousin 
that way. 

Why the switch in Artibonite's fortunes? Trade rules, of course. 
Successive Haitian Governments have had to eliminate restrictions 

on imported goods. This has prompted a flood of cheap, imported 
rice, mostly from the US, where arable farmers are subsidized to the 
tune of nearly $5 billion a year. 

Haitian farmers simply can't compete: their subsidies are capped 
by the World Trade Organization. 

Fenol Leon, an Artibonite farmer, says: 'Unless we are protected 
from cheap rice imports I don't think there's a future for us - we'll all 
be wiped out.' 

Beverley Duckworth, Head of Campaigns at the World 
Development Movement, says: 'International trade rules must allow 
countries to promote food security and to protect poor farmers from 
unfairly subsidized food imports.'_ 

World Development Movement, 2002. 

ungrateful people find it difficult to understand that 
the economic health of the country depends upon 
their own deteriorating well-being. This happened in 
the Asian crisis of 1998, in Russia and in Mexico. At 
this point the financial institutions blame corrupt 
governments, cronyism and collusion: the elites upon 
whom they forced their advice become guilty of 
betraying their own people. 

The World Development Movement publishes an 
annual report on popular protests around the world. 
In 2001 it documented protests in 23 poor countries 
against their governments' economic policies, record
ing 77 incidents of civil unrest involving millions of 
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people. Eighteen of these led to the deployment of 
riot police or the army, with 76 documented fatalities; 
arrests and injuries ran into thousands. Over a third 
of these countries experienced protests specifically 
directed at the IMF and World Bank. 

Competition 
Competition between countries for investment from 
multinational companies leads them to a Dutch auc
tion of the labor of their people. One result is that 
garments bought in the shopping malls of the West 
are stitched in makeshift factories that have sprung 
up in free-trade zones, where labor laws are sus
pended and human rights abrogated. They draw 
children and women into secretive sweatshops 
guarded by soldiers and police against intrusive 
inspection. 

In 1993, under the Harkin Bill, the US threatened 
to cease importing garments from Bangladesh made 
with child labor. Whether this was altruism on the part 
of the US or a form of protectionism is another ques
tion. It certainly had its effect. Within months the fac
tories were emptied of children, at least temporarily. 
When I visited a factory in Dhaka in the late 1990s I 
arrived just in time to see the children being locked 
into the toilet. 

Commodities are still the main export of the poor
est countries. 'Advanced' countries export sophisti
cated products and import commodities, while the 
poorest import value-added goods from the rich. The 
foreign exchange from exported timber, sugar or cof
fee constantly decreases in value, so poor producers 
are always disadvantaged. 

Despite international commitment to poverty 
reduction, the workings of the global economy, sup
ported by the opaque operations of official agencies, 
have the opposite effect. This is the ideology of devel
opment in operation. 

Occasionally it becomes apparent to the world that 
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Terms of trade 

In 1964 French writer Rene Dumont said: 
'T~e tenns of trade have already fallen: from 1955 to 1959 export 
prices went down 15 per cent, entailing a loss to tropical Africa of 
$60~ million, tw.ice the annual amount of foreign aid. If tropical Africa 
continues to orient itself towards exports, the collapse of the coffee 
market will undoubtedly be followed quite soon by that of cocoa 
sisal and bananas, and then cotton, peanuts, tea and a good many 
other products.' 

In 2002 a report from Guatemala said: 
:In just two years, Central America has lost over $1,500 million in 
Income from coffee exports. While the region's governments, coffee 
fanners and harvesters have suffered drastic reductions in income 
and job availability, large transnational companies involved in the 
final sale of the bean have increased their earnings, partly due to the 
fall in prices. 

'In less than eight years, world coffee prices have fallen 74 per cent 
from $1.82 to $0.47 per pound of unroasted coffee. At a meeting of the 
International Coffee Organization in May 2002 it was stated that "the 
~urrent crisis is the worst in memory" and that producers' meager 
Income could cause "explosive" social and political effects. 

'Some producers in Central America are reported to have turned to 
fanning illicit crops, while in Mexico producers have abandoned their 
fanns, creating further migratory pressures. In Guatemala, according 
to a study by the International Migratory Organization, 70 per cent of 
workers interviewed in the coffee sector expressed an intention to 
migrate to the US as a result of the crisis. 

'Meanwhile Proctor and Gamble, Philip Morris, Sara Lee and 
Nestle, who together control 60 per cent of the US coffee market and 
40 per cent of the global market have sustained no loss. In 2000, 
world coffee sales generated $55 billion. Of this, the producer coun
tries obtained $8 billion, 14.4 per cent of the bean's global sales. 

'85 per cent of Central America's coffee producers are classified 
as micro and small producers, utilizing 27 per cent of coffee-dedi
cated lands and generating a quarter of production. The largest plan
tations are owned by 1 per cent of all producers, and produce 37 per 
cent of the region's coffee.' _ 

Rene Dumont, False Start in Africa, Andre Deutsch, 1964.
 
Central America Report, Guatemala, June 2002.
 

this is no accident. A notorious memorandum issued 
by Lawrence Summers, chief economist at the World 
Bank, revealed the mindset of those in charge of eco
nomic affairs, and the priority they give to economics 
over human well-being. He argued: 

'Just between you and me, shouldn't the World 
Bank be encouraging more migration of dirty indus
tries to the less developed countries? ... The econom
ic logic behind dumping a load of toxic waste in the 
lowest wage country is impeccable, and we should 
face up to that. .. Underpopulated countries in Africa 
are vastly under-polluted; their air quality is probably 
vastly inefficiently low compared to Los Angeles or 
Mexico City ... the concern over an agent that causes 
a one in a million change in the odds of prostate can
cer is obviously going to be much higher in a country 
where people survive to get prostate cancer than in a 
country where under-five mortality is 200 in a thou
sand.' 

A recent example of this thinking is the US 
Government's response to the AIDS epidemic in 
Africa. The drug companies Pfizer, Bristol-Myers 
Squibb, Abbot Laboratories, Merck & Co, which man
ufacture the anti-retroviral drugs that inhibit the 
progress of AIDS, were major donors to George W 
Bush's election campaign in 2000. At a meeting of the 
WTO in Doha in November 2001 it was agreed that 
the poorest countries be permitted to buy cheaper 
drugs in the interests of public health. 

The Bush Administration is pressuring countries 
which make cheaper versions of the anti-AIDS drugs 
to observe the rigorous patent laws designed to pro
tect 'intellectual property rights'. Despite the 
administration's donation of $15 billion to alleviate 
AIDS, it is threatening producer countries of very 
much cheaper 'generic' drugs with economic sanc
tions if they export them to Africa at prices that 
undercut those of the main transnational compa
nies. Jean-Pierre Garnier, CEO of GlaxoSmithKline, 

71 



The mechanisms of impoverishment 

says: 'This is an economic war. There are a couple of 
pirate companies who want to undermine the 
patent system ... They would prosper by pirating our 
discoveries. '2 

Structural adjustments that reduce health budgets 
in Africa at the same time as the AIDS pandemic 
grows adjust more and more people out of life itself. 

Life chances: Malawi and Britain compared 
Malawi Britain 

Population 10.7 million 59.7 million 

Per capita income $170 $14,143 

HIV incidence 15% 0.1% 

Numbers with HIV 1 million 34,000 

AIDS deaths in 2001 80,000 460 

Life expectancy 39 years 77.99 years 

Health spending 2002 $52 million $73 billion 

The promise to the countries of the South was that 
if they followed the pathway 'we' showed, they would 
'become like us'. Yet the path indicated to them is 
very different from that pursued by the West. 

For one thing, popular struggle against the eco
nomic and social violence of early industrialism in the 
West led to organized resistance - the labor and trade
union movements, socialist political parties. This com
pelled governments to provide protection for people 
against the ravages of free markets and was institu
tionalized in the welfare state. Although the IMF and 
World Bank speak of 'safety nets' for the poor, cuts in 
government spending fall precisely on the very safety 
nets they are also supposed to provide. 

There is one rule for the G-7 (richest countries) 
and another for the South. The G-7 now preaches 
open economies and liberalization, as well as 'good 
governance' and 'transparency'. Yet none of these 
things was conspicuous when the West grew rich. In 

Britain industrialization took place without democra
cy. It was constructed on the wealth extracted from 
empire and never had the slightest pretensions to free 
trade. After 1945 Japan became industrially powerful 
thanks to government protection for its growing 
industrial base. 

Most Western countries provide basic welfare for 
their most vulnerable, medical care for the aged, sup
port for the long-term sick and disabled, and for those 
thrown out of work by cyclical or structural economic 
change. 

Yet the South is expected to develop without such 
protection. It is instructed to open itself up to organi
zations even more powerful than governments 
multinational companies which in some cases have a 
turnover greater than the country in which they are 
investing. In 2000 the Institute of Policy Studies 
revealed that of the world's largest 100 economic enti
ties, 51 are now corporations and 49 countries. The 22 
largest entities are countries, with Turkey just ahead 
of General Motors. After Denmark follow Wal-Mart, 

The mistake 
In 2002 Joseph Stiglitz, former chief economist at the World Bank, 
published a penitential critique of the role of the World Bank, but 
especially of the IMF and the WTO. About IMF-inspired programs he 
writes: 'The application of mistaken (sic) economic theories would 
not be such a problem if the end of first colonialism and then com
munism had not given the IMF and the World Bank the opportunity to 
greatly expand their respective original mandates, to vastly extend 
their reach. Today these institutions have become dominant players 
in the world economy. Not only countries seeking their help but also 
those seeking their "seal of approval" so that they can better access 
international financial markets must follow their economic prescrip
tions, which reflect their free-market ideologies and theories. The 
result for many people has been poverty and for many countries 
social and political chaos. The IMF has made mistakes in all areas it 
has been involved in: development, crisis management, and in coun
tries in transition from communism to capitalism.' 

Joseph Stiglitz, Globalization and its Discontents, Allen Lane, 2002. 
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Exxon Mobil, Ford Motor and DaimlerChrysler. 
Indonesia and Greece are slightly ahead of Mitsui, 
Mitsubishi, Toyota, General Electric, Itochu and Royal 
Dutch/Shell, which are all bigger than Venezuela, 
Iran and Israel." 

Democracy, too, is undermined by the work of the 
IMF and World Bank. Over and above the welfare of 
people, giving priority to foreign investors and finan
cial markets is the price paid by governments of the 
South for 'stability'. Indeed, this is often a precondi
tion of their 'electability'. Countries like Cuba, which 
refuse to follow the Western model, have been the 
object of sabotage and continuous propaganda. Life is 
easier for elites of the countries that go along with the 
'advice' offered by their Western mentors. 

After all, the interests of ruling classes everywhere 
coincide. The rewards from the privatization of public 
assets fill their pockets, permit them to travel abroad 
for healthcare (their own systems being inadequate), 
to send their children to study in the US or Europe 
(their own education system being run down by neg
lect) , to own property in California or London (in 
case they are ever driven into exile by ungrateful elec
torates). 

The World Bank and the IMF are controlled by the 
governments ofthe world's richest countries. The G-7 
together have more than 40 per cent of the directors' 
votes. The US holds 16.45 per cent of the votes at the 
World Bank and 17 per cent of those at the IMF. Since 
an 85-per-cent majority is required for the most 
important decisions, the US effectively has the power 
of veto. 

The Bretton Woods Project (an organization set up 
specifically for the reform of the IMF and World 
Bank) revealed that an 'internal World Bank report 
The Effect of the IMP and World Bank on Poverty by 
William Easterly - has concluded that the poor are 
better off without structural adjustment'. The report 
says the poor 'may be ill-placed to take advantage of 

the opportunities created by structural adjustment 
programs', which suggests it is the fault of poor peo
ple themselves - for being so uneducated and 
unskilled. ' 

The healers 
At the Millennium Summit in New York in 2000, 149 
heads of State, the European Union, the Inter
national Monetary Fund and World Bank resolved to 
halve the numbers of people in the world living in 
abject poverty by 2015. This was defined as those liv
ing on less than a dollar a day; an aspiration repeated 
at the Sustainable Development Summit in Johannes
burg in September 2002, where concern of business 
and corporate care for the poor was also conspicu
ously proclaimed. 

In December 2000 the British Government pub
lished a 'White Paper' committing itself to work with 
others 'to manage globalization so that poverty is sys
tematically reduced and international development 
targets realized'. 

This document mixes pieties and platitudes. Its 
purpose, like that of the Millennium Summit, is to 
wrench any definition of the needs of the poor from 
poor people themselves and to reformulate them in 
terms that serve the interests of the rich. 

The transformation of the Bretton Woods institu
tions into instruments of dispossession has already 
been noted. In view of the inequalities to which their 
policies have contributed over the past 60 years, it is 
strange that they are now being promoted as healers 
of poverty. Yet it seems to surprise no-one that 
bankers are now overcome by affection for the poor, 
or that moneylenders exhibit great tenderness for 
their victims. 

According to the White Paper, the strategy for man
aging globalization is 'to promote economic growth 
that is equitable and environmentally sustainable'. 
Into these ten words are packed every contradiction 
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of all discussions on development of the past half 
century. 

The creation of wealth without redistribution 
increases inequality. As wealth grows so the 'poverty 
line' rises. By 2015 the goods and services that can be 
obtained for one dollar today may cost three or five 
dollars. The numbers living on less than a dollar a day 
may have been halved, but this will give no indication 
of how much better-off they are or, indeed, whether 
they are better off at all. 

The White Paper acknowledges many of the factors 
which exacerbate poverty: 'War and conflict, move
ment of refugees, violation of human rights, interna
tional crime, terrorism, the drugs trade, health pan
demics and environmental degradation.' 

It could be argued that these scourges are caused 
or aggravated by wealth: wars funded by diamonds in 
Africa, for instance, are not caused by the love of 
African peasants for the glittering stones on their ele
gant fingers. 

Refugees displaced by dams, roads, industrial infra
s~ructure, airports, agribusiness, land-grabbing, evic
nons and debt are victims of the greed of the world's 
wealthy people. 

International crime is big business - the fact that 
big business is increasingly international crime is not, 
apparently, a cause for concern, despite the criminal
ity of a host of companies revealed in 2002 - Enron, 
Global Crossing and WorldCom among them. 

Environmental degradation by logging companies, 
mining conglomerates, industrial fishing and chemi
cal agriculture are not mentioned, yet these damage 
the global environment more violently than the poor, 
forced to find fuel, food and fodder at the margins of 
the biosphere. 

Human rights are particularly cherished by the 
West, which has never acknowledged economic rights. 
Human rights mean freedom from political oppres
sion, tyranny and abuse, while economic oppression, 
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Despite the Universal Declaration of
 
Human Rights, it is not a human right:
 
• to eat: as starvation deaths in Rajasthan in India in 2002 - despite 
overflowing granaries - clearly show 
• to have access to clean water: as the privatization of global water 
supplies suggests 
• to be protected against cold: as the corpses on the streets of 
Moscow each winter would testify if they could 
• to expect shelter: as the street-dwellers of Mumbai demonstrate, 
as they sleep, eat and defecate in full gaze of passers-by 
• \\) e'k?1!d. ~ea\U\care: as tne AleS I/ictims in Malawi and South 
Africa show 
• to be educated: as child workers in fields, factories and private 
homes worldwide make clear _ 

tyranny and abuse are built into the very structures of 
globalization. 

After conceding that the transnational companies 
now account for one-third ofglobal output, two-thirds 
of trade (one-third of it between the companies them
selves), the White Paper states: 'Managed wisely, the 
new wealth creates opportunities to lift the poor out 
of poverty, but it depends upon policy choices by gov
ernments, international institutions, the private sector 
and civil society.' 

In this version of the world, wealth is clean. It uses 
non-polluting technologies. The poor damage the 
environment. Sustainable development doesn't mean 
taking from the earth no more than we put back, it 
means bringing to the poor the model of develop
ment on which 'we' grew rich. But the telecommuni
cations industry of Bangladesh or the power compa
nies of Indonesia are not going to take over the assets 
of the US or Japan. Indian armaments are not going 
to flood the markets of Europe, nor Filipino fast-foods 
chase out McDonald's or Kentucky Fried Chicken. 

'Where there are no rules', says the British 
Government, 'the rich and powerful bully the poor 
and powerless.' But when the rules are those of the 
rich and powerful, institutional arrangements will do 

77 

jackiekruse
Highlight



78 

The mechanisms of impoverishment 

what is necessary to maintain the status quo. 'Poor 
countries need effective, open and accountable glob
al institutions where they can pursue their interests on 
more equal terms.' None of this characterizes the 
institutions set up by the West, the IMF and World 
Bank. When Western governments have routinely 
given material help and comfort to some of the most 
brutal tyrannies - didn't they support Mobuto and Idi 
Amin, Suharto and Marcos, Zia ul-Haq and 
Stroessner, not to mention Saddam Hussein? - it may 
strike one as a little hypocritical to call others to good 
governance and campaigns against corruption. 

The tenderness of the rich 
When care for poor people is passed over to the agen
cies which have impoverished them the consequences 
are predictable. 

In keeping with the politics of appearances, the 
IMF has re-branded its Structural Adjustment 
Program as Poverty Reduction Growth Facility, and its 
Policy Framework Papers as Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Papers. This allows it to continue its labor 
undisturbed. Governments sign up to the same poli
cies and duly transmit the superintendence of them to 
those who deal with poor people on the ground. 

By means of impersonal 'free' economic forces the 
war on poverty becomes a war on the poor. And the 
preferred method is commonly used in the rich world 
- poor people must be made to disappear. The sim
plest way to do this in the South is by eviction - from 
the land they occupy, from the fragile settlements they 
have constructed, from the livelihoods of a precarious 
survival. 

The war on poor people is dressed up in the lan
guage of 'progress': modernization, 'beautification' of 
the city, improvements to the landscape, more effi
cient methods of farming, improved productivity 
above all, 'development'. Sometimes evictions are car
ried out for the sake of removing'eyesores', especial

ly when there is to be some important international 
gathering - a summit, a sports contest, a World Cup. 
The poor, it is stated, 'tarnish the image' of a country. 
This must be avoided, no matter how tarnished, sul
lied or corrupt the reality. 

Traffic lights 
In September 2002 the Traffic Department of Delhi issued a notifica
tion forbidding motorists to give to beggars at traffic lights. Many 
such 'beggars' are orphaned and abandoned children. This keeps 
traffic flowing and removes the blemish of poverty from the gaze of 
motorists. Any driver tempted to charity will be fined 100 rupees 
300 for any subsequent 'offense'. At a stroke, the Government crirnl
nalizes human generosity and makes criminals out of youngsters, 
who will tum from selling magazines, chewing-gum and toys at traf
fic lights to prostitution, drug-dealing and thieving. The children are 
already subject to police extortion, beatings and sexual abuse. 

Within the city of Delhi evictions occur all the time. 
People are removed to barren spaces outside the city 
limits, with no amenities or chance of employment. 
They are charged a 'relocation fee' of Rs7,000 (about 
$150), which also encourages them to disappear. 
Abandoned in the urban wasteland they travel back to 
the inner city to resume the only work available 
domestic service, rickshaw-pulling, recycling, selling 
vegetables. They get up two hours earlier, at four or 
five in the morning, and pay a bus fare of Rs10 each 
way. This lengthens the working day and cuts their 
wages by up to a third. Poor people are made poorer 
by the same governments that ritually gave their sup
port in international forums to raising up the disad
vantaged. 

The misfortune of working children is compound
ed by those who are supposed to succor them. 

The elderly, too, are victimized by 'clearances' and 
'relocations'. In Mirabagh, West Delhi, rumors of 
demolition have further unsettled people whose lives 
have been a story of continuous disturbance. Those 
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Sanjay 
On the streets since a quarrel with his stepfather, he has been a rick
shaw driver since he was 14 - an occupation which wastes the mus
cle and destroys the body-tissue of the strongest adult. The effect on 
the unformed body of an adolescent is unimaginable. Sanjay's great
est fear is not of the police but of middle-class boys on drugs. Since 
these are not given money for drugs by their families they rob work
ing children. Sanjay subsidizes the drug habits of privilege. _ 

scarred by age and loss are threatened with removal 
once more for the construction of apartments or 
roads. Faces used up by work and anxiety, the thin 
arms of malnourishment, hands calloused by years of 
manual labor, joints swollen by arthritis: only the 
brightness of the eyes speaks of constant vigilance of 
the poor, always alert to the next danger menacing 
their survival. 

Kimiyabhai 
Aged 50, from Madhya Pradesh, she lives with her younger, unmar
ried son, an unskilled construction worker. Her older son is married, 
and she is not on speaking terms with her daughter-in-law. 
Kimiyabhai works as a maidservant, earning Rs300 ($7) a month. 'I 
weep because I lost my husband, and wonder what will happen when 
my younger son marries. Will his wife allow him to care for me? 
Where will I find my food? If they move us, where will I find work?' _ 

The greatest burdens of evictions and insecurity 
are borne by women. 

Slum dwellers supplement income for the ill-paid 
police. Robbing the poor is, in one way or another, a 
major source of finance for officials, bureaucrats and 
politicians. Their incentive to eliminate poverty is small. 

Who doubts the virtuous intentions of privilege 
and power which have taken charge of social injus
tice? The results are there for all to see in Delhi or 
Manila, Dhaka, Jakarta, Kolkata (Calcutta), Mumbai 
(Bombay), Mexico City, Rio de Janeiro - all the cities 

Laju 
Her son is addicted to drugs. She keeps the family by selling eggs from 
a stall in front of her hut. They lived in Delhi for 14 years before being 
evicted to a desolate area outside the city. Her husband was a rick
shaw driver, a job which destroyed his lungs. He and his son now pre
pare food for rickshaw drivers in the slum. They pay Rs600 (about $14) 
a month to the police to be permitted to carry on their 'illegal' business. 
Last night the police came to arrest Laju, since she was unable to pay 
the bribe. A human-rights worker told the police they cannot arrest a 
woman when no other woman is present. They left Laju and took her 
brother-in-law instead: a form of hostage-taking by the forces of law 
and order._ 

bursting with people trying to salvage dignity and 
humanity from the social wreckage of globalization. 

Is it by chance that those to whom international 
forums routinely give priority - poor women, children 
and the elderly - are the main victims of economic 
processes which are supposed to uplift them? 

Privatizing necessities 
The World Water Council is a policy-making think
tank. Membership includes the World Bank, global 
water corporations, the UN, governments and the 
International Private Water Association. Three years 
ago at The Hague it recommended privatization as a 
response to the global water crisis. The Council 
endorsed a for-profit principle: water is not a basic 
human right but a commodity best delivered by the 
private sector. 

Privatizations can be stopped by popular action. 
Occasionally, the depth of human privation reach

es the Western press. On 1 June 2003, at the time of 
the G-7 summit, held in the French spa town of Evian, 
The Observer laconically highlighted the case of Serna 
Kedir, the mother of three found hanging from a tree 
near her home in central Ethiopia. The only clue to 
her fate lay in the shattered remains of a clay pot near 
by. She had collapsed on the final leg of the 12-mile 
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Checked out 
The Delhi Government recently published figures to show how much 
it had spent on rehabilitating people relocated to Bakarwal. Nirmala 
Sharma, of the Women's Awakening Movement, has a copy of the 
accounts. They declare 7 crore 84 lakhs [$1.5 million approximately] 
were spent on people from 3,000 huts demolished close to the hos
pital. All is itemized - money for land-filling, drains, for a children's 
creche; a whole dossier of fictional expenditure. There is even a pho
tocopy of the check, number 174008 dated 20 December 2000. The 
site is utterly void. Not one paisa of the money has reached the peo
ple. Government accepts money from foreign donors, charitable 
trusts and NGOs for the poor. No-one checks what happens to the 
money, which finds its way into the pockets of those supposed to 
administer it. _ 

Personal communication, Nirmala Sharma, New Delhi, 2002. 

hike from the nearest water well and spilled the pre
cious liquid that would have kept her children alive 
for another day or two. Already in debt, she could not 
afford to raise money for a new pot: there seemed no 
way out. 

Controlling the world's food supply 
'The Green Revolution strategy is a text-book case of 
the industrial input-intensive method of agricultural 
production,' says the author and activist Susan 
George. 'It should have been clear from the outset 
that only the better-off Third World farmers with 
access to credit would be able to adopt it and that 
small producers would find themselves at a disadvan
tage. This is exactly what has happened. Competition 
for land has increased as agriculture has become a 
profitable investment. Rural dispossession has, as a 
result, intensified. While food production has indeed 
increased (although less than often claimed), fewer 
people proportionally are able to buy it and millions 
have been deprived of the means of producing food 
for themselves." 

A more recent response to persistent hunger has 
been the 'promise' that the newest technological fix, 

Full-cost recovery 
'Water for profit takes several forms,' says Maude Barlow of the 
Council of Canadians and co-founder of the Blue Planet Project. 
'Backed by the World Bank and the IMF, a handful of transnational 
corporations is seeking to cartelize the world's water-delivery and 
wastewater systems. Already Vivendi and Suez of France deliver pri
vate water services to more than 200 million customers in 150 coun
tries. Now they are moving into markets in the Third World, Where 
debt-struck governments are forced to abandon public water servic
es and hand over control of water supplies to for-profit interests... 
Based on the policy known as "full-cost recovery" (charging the full 
cost of water, including profits for shareholders) the water companies 
impose rate hikes that are devastating to millions of poor people 
forced to use cholera-laced water systems instead. 

'The bottled-water industry is growing at an annual rate of 20 per 
cent. Last year nearly 100 billion liters of water were bottled, most of 
it in non-renewable plastic... In India, whole river systems, such as 
the Bhavani in Tamil Nadu, have been sold to Coca-Cola even as the 
state is suffering the worst drought in living memory.' _ 

The Guardian, 27 February 2003. 

genetically modified food, with in-bred pest resistance 
and higher yields, will solve problems of hunger. That 
the long-term effect on the environment, as well as on 
productivity, may be damaging is a mere detail; as is 
the fact that the technology will remain in the hands 
of the transnationals that control them. No more 
effective device for decreasing the power of the poor 
over access to food could be imagined. 

The flexibility of the IMF 
Following criticism of the International Monetary Fund 
for the effect of its structural-adjustment programs on 
poor countries (there were almost 150 public demon
strations, riots or disturbances against structural adjust
ments between 1976 and 1992), in 1999 the Fund 
announced a commitment to 'poverty reduction'. 

The new element was to be a Poverty Reduction 
Strategy (PRS) prepared by developing-country 
governments in consultation with their own people, as 
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Cochabamba 
In Cochabamba in Bolivia, in 1999, the Wortd Bank pressurized the 
Bolivian Government into privatizing water companies. It refused 
credit to the public company which ran the water services, recom
mended 'no public subsidies' against price hikes and insisted on giv
ing a monopoly to Aguas del Tunari, part of the British company 
International Water Ltd, in tum owned by the US engineering giant 
Bechtel. 

The new owners, granted a 40-year concession, announced big 
price rises even before they began operations. A popular revolt led by 
youngsters known as the 'water warriors' took to the streets of 
Cochabamba under the auspices of the Coordinadora (Co-ordination 
for the Defense of Water and Life), a coalition of labor activists, rural 
organizations, coca growers from nearby Ohapare, politicians, NGOs, 
local professionals and young people. 

For two months no-one paid the water bills. The Coordinadora 
called for a symbolic seizure of the central city square - 30,000 peo
ple turned up. Police fired on the crowd, injuring 175. Martial law was 
declared, a state of siege imposed and the military sent in. A 17-year
old boy was killed, many were injured. 

After that, 80,000 took to the streets. The water company left the 
country. The Coordinadora talked with the Government and agreed 
that the water contract should be broken. 'Now the water is con
trolled by the people' says an activist, 'the water is sweet.' • 

Marcele Lopez Levy,Bolivia Profile, Oxfam, 2001. 

a framework for IMF and World Bank operations in 
these countries. This would end the practice of impos
ing an identical policy upon every country, irrespec
tive of local conditions. Even the internal research of 
the IMF and World Bank showed that in many coun
tries macro-economic prescriptions were not only 
increasing inequality but also throwing more people 
into absolute poverty. 

It had been an act of faith that the policies of 
the IMF and World Bank would improve the posi
tion of the poorest. That they were ineffective 
remained curiously 'unseen', until the people them
selves rose up in protest. It is astonishing how little 
the institutions knew about the impact of their own 
policies on the poor and on inequality: their own 

self-evaluation reveals the extent of ignorance and 
inefficiency. The Poverty Reduction Strategy of 1999 
introduces two new elements: government 'owner
ship' of programs and popular participation, particu
larly by 'stakeholders' - the new jargon for the poor 
themselves. 

Over 70 developing countries were required to 
'design' Poverty Reduction Strategy papers by 200l. 
Debt relief for the most Highly Indebted Poor 
Countries was to be linked to this strategy. Debt relief, 
however, does not produce new cash to relieve pover
ty. Money that would have gone on servicing debt 
some of which would have involved further borrowing 
- is not part of a pre-existing hoard, but would be real
ized from public assets, food crops diverted to export, 
and so on. 

'Ownership' and 'participation' are treacherous 
terms. They help the IMF and World Bank avoid 
responsibility, since local (ie national) governments 
and the poor themselves can be blamed if poverty is 
not reduced. There is no sign that globalization is 
going to be significantly modified, particularly since 
the PRS must be undertaken within the iron corset of 
macro-economic orthodoxy. Concern with the old 
indicators - low inflation, exchange-rate stability 
suggests this represents cosmetic, not fundamental, 
change. 

Charles Abugre, a respected analyst in Ghana, says 
that 'if the PRS were a government-led process, why 
would the Bank and Fund send numerous missions to 
the country to develop the PRS? Why would the first 
mission be developed in order to ensure "client com
mitment" to the PRS? Why would the Bank develop a 
1,000-page Sourcebook to tell developing country 
groups how to create a PRS, and another Sourcebook 
to describe how to develop acceptable trade policies?' 

Abugre asks why indigenously developed national 
strategies should be negotiated with outside agencies. 
Social policies as an addendum to macro-economic 
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'efficiency', with their overriding emphasis on low 
inflation and reducing the role of the state, marks lit
tle change in previous policies. 'PRSs are empty rhet
oric ... a useful veil for the World Bank and IMF to 
continue their neoliberal agenda,' Abugre con
eludes." 

In the presence of these traumas, the role of inter
national financial institutions only adds insult to the 

The trauma of children 
Cambodia has been subjected to the complex processes exacted by 
the Poverty Reduction Strategy policy. Rhetoric contrasts with reali
ty on the streets of Phnom Penh. Laurence Gray of WorldVision 

states: 
'More than half of all Cambodian children are malnourished. Half a 

million between the ages of 6 and 11 have no access to education. 
Between 10,000 and 15,000 children are involved in prostitution in 

Phnom Penh. 
'Cambodia has emerged from 39 years of conflict. The parents of 

today's children experienced the horrors of Pol Pot. The University of 
Phnom Penh's Psychology Department studied the mental health of 
children in 1999. The results give insights into children's encounters 
with violence, and reveal, for one thing, that it's not just economics 
that drives children onto the streets. The study surveyed 400 children 
between the ages of 10 and 12 in Phnom Penh and the countryside. 
They were not at special risk, unlike children from single-headed 
households or those living on the streets. 

'Among the findings: 
• 41% had witnessed domestic violence at home 
• 56% had witnessed the beating of a close relative 
• 3% had witnessed the killing of a close relative 
• 20% had heard of the killing of a close relative 
• 58% had been beaten themselves 
• 42% had witnessed a robbery 
• 8% had witnessed a rape 
• 49% had heard of an instance of rape 
• 11% had witnessed a kidnapping 
• 65% had heard of an instance of kidnapping
 
More than 30% of female prostitutes in Phnom Penh are children.
 
More than half of Cambodia's prostitutes were sold by family mem

bers or coerced, by force or deception, into prostitution. •
 

World Vision, 2001. 

very substantial injury which the people of trauma
tized countries have already suffered. 

Foreign direct investment 
One hope offered to the poor is foreign direct investment 

The Malawi crisis 
The IMF was criticized in 2002 for its contribution to the food crisis 
in Malawi. Reports of famine began to emerge from the country in 
October 2001. It became major news early in 2002. 

According to ActionAid, the crisis was compounded by flooding 
followed by drought, and by the Government, which yielded to the 
demand by the IMF that it sell maize from its strategic reserve and 
abandon its 'starter pack' agricultural subsidy program. The IMF 
representative in Malawi commented: 'We have no expertise in food 
security policy and we did not instruct the Government or the 
National Food Reserve Agency (NFRA) to dispose of the reserves.' 
The country had had grain reserves at near capacity for three years. 
The costs of maintaining these and of repaying the debt from loans 
led to an agreement between the IMF and the Government to sell 
some of its stock of grain. Since prices were low the grain was sold 
at a loss. The IMF recommended reducing the stock from 165,000 to 
60,000 metric tons by selling it abroad. The NFRA sold off virtually 
all the stock. 

The IMF policy of privatization and reduced government involve
ment in the economy is part of a worldwide pattern. ActionAid con
cludes that regardless of who was most at fault for the miscalcula
tion that led to the sale of grain, 'the IMF displayed remarkable 
insensitivity and ideological narrow-mindedness in the Concluding 
Statement of its Mission in May 2002, which resolved to withhold 
disbursement of $47 million to Malawi. While acknowledging the 
need for "urgent action to prevent starvation", the IMF statement 
failed to mention that hundreds of starvation deaths had already 
occurred just two to three months previously. It implied that the 
Agricultural Development and Marketing Corporation and the 
National Food Reserve Agency activities to minimize famine mortal
ity were unjustified and "unproductive".' 

ActionAid states that in the light of a famine caused, or at least 
exacerbated, by economic liberalization, it should cease to be pos
sible to insist on a rigorous liberalization program at all costs to 
ignore demands for a government's right to provide agricultural sub
sidies. Greater regulation of the market by the state and giving pri
ority to preserving essential food-crops are vital.• 
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in their countries. It is considered a triumph for 
economies which attract large volumes of foreign cap
ital to their stricken lands. The machinations of the 
transnationals are well documented. Insights into the 
way these operate sometimes create public scandals 
that move a wider world. 

Comparative advantage 
Dhaka has become, in the past 15 years, a vast labor camp of about 
12 million people. Garment manufacture now earns 75 per cent of the 
foreign exchange of Bangladesh. It is a fly-by-night industry, since 
the garments are only made up in Bangladesh. The machinery and 
material, including fabric, accessories, even buttons and zip fasten
ers, come from Indonesia, Taiwan, Singapore, South Korea, Malaysia. 
But labor is the source of Bangladesh's 'comparative advantage'. 
Many of the more than two thousand factories in the city are pur
pose-built, shimmering palaces of white light towering over slums in 
which the workers live. Many big Western buyers source their stock 
here, including Carrefour and Wal-Mart. 

Workers do 12-hour shifts and sometimes stay all night if orders 
remain to be completed. Women are often insulted and beaten. There 
are a number of trade unions, most of them in collusion with the own
ers. Two young friends of mine who tried to organize an independent 
union - in defiance of unions receiving significant donations from 
British charities - were dismissed. They were arrested on charges of 
murder, robbery, theft and rape. With false cases pending for years in 
the courts they can neither work nor organize. 

US companies avoid publicity over abuse of work
ers in Central America, Mexico and South Asia by 
relocating to areas likely to escape scrutiny. By using 
foreign workers in remote places, exploitation may be 
undetected. 

The transnationals and justice 
In 2002 Nestle demanded $6 million from the 
Government of Ethiopia just as the country was facing 
its worst famine for 20 years. This was compensation 
for an Ethiopian business which the previous govern
ment of the dictator Mengistu nationalized in 1975. 

Pago Pago 
When Thanh Nguyen was offered a chance to leave her poorly
 
paid factory job in Vietnam and work in one of America's Pacific
 
territories, she saw it as an easy way to a good income.
 

But she found herself in a brutal sweatshop where workers
 
were beaten and starved while they made designer clothes for the
 
US retail giants Sears and JC Penney.
 

Last week, a court in Washington found Thanh's Korean boss,
 
Lee Kit-soc, guilty of human trafficking. Lee... owned the
 
Daewoosa Samoa factory, near the American Samoa capital,
 
Pago Pago. It employed 251 immigrant workers from Vietnam and
 
China in appalling conditions. They paid $200 a month for room
 
and board, for which they receiVed a bunk in a cramped 36-bed
 
dormitory and three meager meals a day. 'We had one two-pound
 
chicken for all the factory.'
 

Pay was routinely withheld, and when they went on strike to
 
recover their lost earnings the managers switched off the elec

tricity, making the overheated compound unbearable.
 

During the worst dispute, in November 2000, Lee allegedly
 
authorized his Samoan managers to make an example of one of
 
the Vietnamese seamstresses. Quyen Truong was dragged from
 
her sewing machine by several men and a Samoan employee
 
gouged out her eye with a plastic pipe.' _
 

The Guardian, 1 March 2003. 

Nestle declared repayment was a 'matter of principle'. 
A company spokesman insisted that conflicts should 
be resolved according to international law and in a 
spirit of fairness. The Prime Minister of Ethiopia had 
stated that 6 million people in his country need emer
gency food aid, a number which could rise to 15 mil
lion within months. Nestle's profits in 2001 were $5.5 
billion. 

In the global market 
The vast manufacturing capacity of multinational com
panies to produce all the merchandise housed in the 
great shopping malls of the world does more than take 
advantage of the unvisited sites of dereliction where 
they can abuse their captive workers. The great cult of 
consumerism sweeps up the middle class in the South 

89 



90 

The mechanisms of impoverishment 

Bananas 
Last year Gildardo ZUliaga and 230 others lost their jobs when one of 
the world's largest fruit companies, Dole, decided to abandon the 
San Pedro banana plantation in Colombia's violent Northern province 
of Magdalena. As in most banana-exporting areas of Latin America, 
there is virtually no alternative employment. 

Executives back at Dole's corporate HQ in California decided to 
shift more banana production to Ecuador, where costs are cheaper 
mainly because there are no unions arguing for decent wages and 
benefits. In Ecuador child labor is common and so is lower pay for 
women workers. 

When Gildardo and his colleagues pressed for compensation, Dole 
agreed to hand over the abandoned land to the workers, but refused 
to buy bananas from them. The workers set up a co-operative, 
COOTRASABAN, and are struggling to make a go of it. But as Dole 
has the banana business pretty well sewn up in the region, they have 
been unable to find buyers for their produce. 'Who do we sell the 
bananas to now?' asks Gildardo. 

Meanwhile, World Trade Organization (WTO) rules are forcing the 
European Union to open its market almost completely, so it can no 
longer choose to buy bananas from smaller operators. 

The World Development Movement explains: 'Multinationals like 
Dole are the biggest winners from the WTO's regime, placing them
selves where social and environmental regulations are weakest. We 
need international rules to set operating standards and make com
panies accountable to wor1<ers and local communities.' 

World Development Movement. 

as well as the North, in Bogota and Tegucigalpa, in 
Lagos, Johannesburg, Manila and Hanoi. This has a 
profound impact upon the psyche of poor people 
everywhere. 

If globalization reaches into every aspect of the 
lives of the people, how can poor people remain unaf
fected? When the poor become the excluded of a 
global market, remedies for poverty become less read
ily available to national governments. 

As rural poverty drives people into cities, they meet 
new forms of insecurity and uncertain livelihood. They 
are subject to arbitrary evictions, unemployment, 
extortion and harassment by police and officials. 

The truly significant break between rural and 
urban life is that the latter becomes more totally 
dependent upon money. In the countryside, cheating 
by middlemen and growing dependency on industri
al inputs for crops - fertilizer and pesticide - under
mine the roots of rural self-reliance. The power of 
brokers and money lenders, the forfeit of land 
through debt or sickness, or for social customs - like 
dowry payments or traditional inheritance patterns 
drive people away into the cheerless hopefulness of 
city slums: hopeful only because the seasons of wages 
appear more reliable than the pressures of self
provisioning. 

The poor migrate to seek security: they wind up 
chasing wealth. But wealth is more agile than they are. 
It is better fed, it is healthier, it is more mobile. 

Redistribution is now off the agenda, because the 
opportunities for wealthy people to avoid paying their 
due to society are so numerous - off-shore tax havens, 
secret bank-accounts, the ability to move money elec
tronically. Chains of concealment permit them to 
cloak their fortunes in anonymity. 

Wealth never sleeps or stops. Its mobility has 
endowed it with magic ideological powers. It is taken 
for granted that nothing must interfere with the mys
terious enterprise and effort that goes into the mak
ing of money. The rich are no longer monopolists of 
the necessities of the poor but wealth-creators without 
whom poor people would be even poorer. In other 
words, poor people now appear as dependents of 
wealth rather than as its antagonists. 

Rich people are not objects of envy since they now 
share with poor people a common dedication to 
wealth. 

Poverty changes. During the early industrial period 
Barbara and John Hammond wrote of the manufac
turing workers that they were 'not citizens of this or 
that town, but hands of this or that master'. Of poor 
people today it can be said they are increasingly 'no 
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longer the inhabitants of this or that country, but the 
excluded of the global market'. They are no longer 
the residue of the excluded of a national economy: 
they are the orphans of globalization. 

Governments which speak of 'social exclusion' are 
avoiding a deeper truth. Since the great majority of 
social activities now take place within the market, what 
they really mean is 'market exclusion'. In Britain in 
1999 the largest item of household expenditure 
became, for the first time, leisure, overtaking food, 
health and housing. The biggest industry in the world 
is now tourism, generating almost $500 billion. Non
participants in these core social activities are seriously 
disadvantaged. 

Marginalized people are exiles of a global market. 
They may be seen in youths who, worldwide, haunt 
the shopping malls and gallerias, the great enclos
ures of merchandise and symbols of the market where 
most significant cultural and social exchanges now 
occur. 

Relentless 
This is not a feature of one country. The poor have 
been reshaped in the image of the rich. They have 
been subject to the same relentless advertising and 
publicity, the same urge to get, to have and to spend. 
Identical appetites and desires have been kindled for 
the tantalizing things of the world. They have seen the 
same breakdown of restraint, the same pressures as 
the well-to-do. But from the poor, the money has been 
withheld. 

This culture calls forth among the excluded a cari
cature of market participation - crime, drug abuse, 
violence, addictions, peer-driven competitiveness, 
gang warfare. Evictees of a global market, surviving or 
perishing on the margin, the young become the mer
cenaries of transnationals, at war over logos and 
brand-names. Their obsession with emblems that sig
nify belonging - shirts, jeans, trainers, accessories, 

mobile phones.jewelry -leads them to do anything to 
lay hands on these goods. 

Their sensibility has been shaped by technolo
gies from elsewhere, the placeless sites where things 
are now made. The instruments that transmit the 
music and images, the sounds and sights of the 
world are not created within view; manufactured in 
obscure factories, hidden workshops, the forbidden 
cities of export priority zones ofJakarta, Tijuana or 
Nairobi. The goods come into people's lives from 
the dark places of the world, cleansed of blood and 
sweat; shining objects ritually purified by the dis
tance between producers and consumers - that no
marr's-land of concealment, transformation and 
forgetting. 

'Market exclusion' has always been the natural con
dition of most of humanity, in the sense that most 
human activity has been concerned with self-provi
sioning. Trade between localities, districts, regions of 
the world is of great antiquity. Empires have plun
dered, bartered or stolen from vanquished peoples. 
Local markets, too, are embedded in all societies and 
cultures. 

But the institutionalizing of a 'global market' 
dates only from the age of imperialism. To live with
in the constraints of a local resource-base was not an 
intolerable imposition upon self-reliant peoples. 
But local markets are being usurped by their global 
successor, 'The int.eogT'ation of all countxiel'. int.o t.he 
global market leads to the disintegration of commu
nities, the dissolution of belonging, the destruction 
of the places where people must lead their lives. 
And the poor, no longer a domestic residuum of the 
excluded, are human sacrifices to the monstrous 
pathologies of wealth creation - for which even the 
word poverty itself is a meager, impoverished 
description. 

1 Anisur Rahman, People's Self-Development, Dhaka University Press, 
1993.2 The Guardian, 18 February 2003 3 World Development Movement. 
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Poor, World Development Movement, 2000. 

5 Wealth and poverty 

The cooked books of privilege hide the true cost of 
wealth; obesity, crime, drugs, forced migration, as 
well as the shadow economy. So what is develop
ment and does it bring happiness? 

'We are not concerned with the very poor. They are unthink
able, and only to be approached by the statistician or the 
poet. 'EM Forster 

THE MYTH PROMOTED by international financial 
institutions is that their actions are governed by 'eco
nomic efficiency'. The theory is that the rich must be 
given 'incentives' to get richer while the poor must be 
punished by 'deterrents'. We might ask: what 'effi
ciency' is gained from consigning poor people to 
ghettoes of crime, poverty and exclusion, while the 
wealthy live in beleaguered 'gated communities' of 
privilege, protected by bodyguards, police escorts and 
bulletproof cars? It may comfort the impoverished to 
believe 'the rich are not happy'. But is it true? 

Wealthy individuals, too, suffer from the relation
ship of injustice, albeit in a different way. This is not 
an abstraction. It impacts violently upon their lives. 
William Morris wrote of a 'humanity wasted, in one 
way or another, by poverty or excess'. This was not a 
figure of speech. It referred to the nature of lives 
which enjoy the tainted advantages of a cruelty which 
separates rich from poor - that most persistent of the 
apartheids of the world. 

This minor irritant in the lives of the well-to-do 
only hints at the hidden costs to rich people of global 
social injustice, 

The cost of wealth 
Compared to the miseries of poverty the diseases of 
wealth are generally considered a price worth paying. 
The balance between gains and losses - or, in the 
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