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Oxfam Resolution
A small child dies every 2.4 seconds
from poverty.

This does not have to happen.

Most poverty is man-made and it's getting
worse. This unfair world threatens all our
hopes for peace and the protection of our
environment.

We have the power to change things.

Oxfam supports the efforts of poor people
to have food, water, health-care, shelter,
education and the right to be heard.
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THE REVERBERATIONS arising from the collapse of
communist governments and ideology in Eastern
Europe, and the end of the Cold War, continue to echo

round the world. Not since the end of the First World War has
humankind been so gripped by the realisation that change is
possible. Seemingly insoluble conflicts in Angola, Ethiopia,
and Cambodia are ending. Ordinary people, in country after
country, are demanding democracy and greater participation
in civil societies. Governments, whether under internal or
external pressure, are trying to put their houses in order. For
OXFAM, as it enters its fiftieth year, never has the world
seemed so ready and so able to tackle its longest running sore:
the problem of poverty.

One in four children go to bed hungry each night; one in six
families are poorer today than they were a decade ago; one in
five people live on less than £175 a year. The statistics are
familiar, and can be numbing. What is new today, I believe, is
the political will in both North and South to make changes that
could really make a difference.

However, without those changes, the 1990s could still
become the Decade of Disasters. Increasing poverty is a major
reason why the number of disasters has been increasing with
every decade: from 523 in the 1960s, to 767 in the 1970s, to 1,387
in the 1980s. Only an urgent and concerted effort to tackle the
causes of poverty will prevent the figure continuing to rise
inexorably. International conflicts may be fewer, but the
vulnerability of the poor to civil conflict and other disasters
will grow.

When disaster strikes, Oxfam tents and technicians are often
first on the scene. Being able to respond swiftly to emergencies
is vital. But equally important is the long-term development
work which can minimise the effects of disasters and give poor
people a helping hand in their efforts to improve their
livelihoods. Through its 2,300 projects in Africa, Asia and Latin
America, Oxfam gains first-hand experience of working with
poor people. What they are calling for is not only food, shelter



or health care - though these are sorely needed. They are
asking for the underlying causes of their plight to be tackled -
causes which are often beyond their own control.

An old adage in development circles runs: 'If you give
people fish, they eat today; if you help them to learn to fish,
they can feed themselves for life.' But for many poor people
this is academic. If the fishpond is being overfished by a big
neighbour, they must first secure their access to a fair share of
the catch.
The problems of debt, of terms of trade, of unnecessary arms

sales, of environmental degradation are all capable of solution.
The poor may always be with us, but they do not need to be
left in the abject conditions that we see around the world
today - from Rio to Calcutta, London to Kinshasa. Oxfam's
first half-century has taught us that poverty is not an
inevitable fact of life; most of it is man-made. The problem is
not lack of resources, but the way in which those resources are
distributed.

Problems of the drugs trade, increased migration,
environmental change or terrorism do not arise in a vacuum.
Unless urgent action is taken, poverty will continue to escalate
and the effects will be felt by us all, rich and poor alike.

1992 could be remembered not just for the anniversary of
Columbus's voyage to the Americas and the removal of
barriers in Europe, but also as the year when people decided
to move against poverty and fight for a fairer world. Change is
in the air. This report points to some of the changes which
Oxfam believes are urgently needed to bring direct benefit to
poor people in the South.

DAVID BRYER
Overseas Director,
Oxfam UK and Ireland
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June 1 9 9 1 : Shi'ite
women in the town of
Al-Khadir in southern

Iraq collect clean
drinking water from an

emergency supply,
installed by Oxfam

engineers and the local
water authority. The

town's water-treatment
works were damaged

by bombing during the
Gulf War.

Tony Burdon/Oxfam
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Introduction

AS THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
draws to a close, more than a
billion people in the world

cannot afford the bare essentials of life.
The rich countries of the North, with

only 25 per cent of the world's people,
consume 80 per cent of the earth's
resources. Eighty three per cent of the
world's population receives only 18 per
cent of the world's income. One in three
people in the developing world do not
have enough to eat.

The gap between rich and poor is
growing. In the United Kingdom,
incomes rose (on average) by 20 per cent
between 1979 and 1989. In most of Africa
and much of Latin America, incomes fell
(on average) by between 10 and 25 per
cent during the same period. If action is
not taken now, more than half of Africa's
people will be living below the poverty
line at the end of this decade.

The most dramatic illustration of the
imbalance between North and South is
the series of disasters, most of them man-
made, which have dominated our TV
screens during 1991: the Kurdish
refugees; famine in Ethiopia, Sudan,
Mozambique and Liberia; floods in
Bangladesh; cholera in Peru and Africa.

But poverty is an everyday disaster, too.
The 140,000 people killed in Bangladesh's
latest cyclone may have made the
headlines, but approximately 140,000
Bangladeshi children die of diarrhoea and
pneumonia every three months.

Worldwide, nearly 140,000 under-fives
die of the combined effects of hunger and
disease every three days.

Such mind-numbing statistics, if we can
take them in, are reminders to people in
the rich North that the world is an unfair
place, and that it is only by accident of
birth that we have avoided sharing the
fate of millions of people who are fighting
a losing battle to survive.

It is not simply that we have a moral
responsibility to do something. If we do
not act, the outcome in the long term
could be disastrous for us all. Climatic
change, armed conflict, the illegal drugs
trade, the growing numbers of economic
migrants, and the spread of
communicable diseases like AIDS all
underline our global interdependence.

Oxfam and poverty
When Oxfam began its work in 1942 as
the Oxford Committee for Famine Relief,
its primary concern was with the women,
men and children starving in Nazi-
occupied Greece, where famine had killed
400,000 people during the Allied blockade
of Europe, The Oxford Committee's
advocacy on their behalf — together with
more than a hundred other groups in the
United Kingdom — caused controversy at
the time. But a trickle of relief supplies
was allowed through in 1943, with
momentum increasing in 1944.

Later the Committee began to draw
attention to the millions of people
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Development cannot be
imposed on people; it
works best when it is

done by the people who
are most involved.

Oxfam worker Daouda
Ouedraogo helping
children in Goumba

village, northern
Burkina Faso, to plant

acacia seedlings.
Jeremy Hartley/Oxfam

starving or living at subsistence levels in
the poor countries of the South, and
appealed for contributions for relief
programmes. Today the bulk of Oxfam's
funds and energies goes into supporting
thousands of local communities in 71
countries in their efforts to tackle some of
the basic causes of poverty.

Oxfam has learnt that development
cannot be imposed on people.
Development works when it is carried out
by the people who are most involved.
Without this direct involvement, projects
often fail to address the right issues, and
sometimes do more harm than good.

The work that Oxfam funds aims to
help people stand on their own feet. This
small-scale, community-based approach
cannot, of course, tackle the structural
causes of poverty. Oxfam has also learnt
that, to fulfil its mandate of relieving
poverty and suffering, it is sometimes
essential to act as an advocate on behalf of
the poor. For development does not mean
just helping people to survive: it also
means supporting them in their claim for
fair treatment and the right to be heard.
Acting as an advocate for the poor

involves encouraging changes in social
and economic conditions that will benefit
them in their own countries, and also
informing citizens and governments of
rich nations about what can be done to
help poor people to tackle poverty and
global injustice.

Causes of poverty
Most of those with whom Oxfam works
face an up-hill struggle, their best efforts
constantly undermined by factors beyond
their control. Poverty is on the increase,
for many reasons:

• Conflict has increased within and
between nations, massively disrupting
the lives of poor people, and increasing
their vulnerability to natural disasters like
drought.

• The environmental damage caused by
the pursuit of short-term economic gain is
more extreme in the most vulnerable
regions of the world, causing rapid
depletion of the essential natural
resources on which the poor depend.
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• Lack of accountable and democratic
government, combined with
inappropriate economic policies,
continues to deny the poor their most
basic rights, and to reinforce the grossly
unequal distribution of resources.

• The debt crisis and adjustment policies
prescribed by the Southern countries'
creditors are adding massively to the
pressures on the poor, undermining their
very fight for survival.

• The prices of commodities such as tea
and coffee, on which poor countries
depend for their export earnings, have
steadily declined, until in April 1991 they
reached their lowest-ever point.

• Aid flows to most developing countries
remain at inadequate levels, and too
much of the aid which is given goes to
inappropriate projects.

• The nations of the North are
threatening the global environment with
their insatiable consumption of resources,
and their reckless pollution of the planet.

These are some of the major underlying
causes of poverty — and they will not be
removed by wishing. Knowledge and
political will are the tools that must be
employed to make a start on creating the
fairer world that is in the interests of us
all. In the long term, this requires radical
changes in the management of the
world's resources, and in the economic
and social circumstances that have
trapped one fifth of the world's
population in absolute poverty.

Without such changes, Oxfam fears that
the 1990s will become 'the Decade of
Disasters' as economic stagnation, armed
conflict, and environmental catastrophes
create ever-greater numbers of homeless
people, driven from land which can no
longer sustain them, and no longer
provides them with safe havens.

Today 30 million people are at risk of
famine in Africa alone. People are dying
of starvation and disease not just because
they are poor, but because of their

extreme vulnerability to shortages of
affordable food, to environmental
degradation, and to conflict.

Unless those who continue to benefit
most from the world's resources
seriously and urgently attempt to
address the root causes of poverty,
insecurity in many developing
countries, particularly in Africa, will
continue to increase. In the long term, if
radical action is not taken urgently, it
could have a devastating effect on
all of us.

One of thousands of
victims of the civil war
in Mozambique,
orphaned by conflict
between government
and rebel guerrilla
forces.
Keith Bernstein/Oxfam
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The .
experience
of poverty

Watering livestock at a
water hole in Degaan

village, near Haradere,
Somalia.

Jeremy Hartley/Oxfam

AFTER THREE YEARS of
alternating drought and flood,
the once lush and fruitful Chama

District of Eastern Zambia is now a
virtual wasteland. There is no more game
to hunt, and it is impossible to grow
maize, the staple crop. For the poorest
members of the community, times are
desperate.

'We sometimes go without a meal for
days; mangoes and wild okra are all there
is to eat/ says Christine Ngulube, whose
husband left the area four years ago to
seek work. She has received money from
him only once in those four years. The
nearest food depot is three days' walk
away. Christina takes one of her six

children with her, doing odd jobs on the
way in return for a meal. She and two
friends pool their meagre resources to
buy a bag of maize meal between them.
There is no money for the children to
attend school.

Christina believes that many of her
problems could be solved by the
construction of a road to her isolated
village, so that food could be obtained
more easily. But this would be a massive
project, beyond the means of Zambia's
virtually bankrupt economy.

Any one of millions of poor people
around the world could tell a similar
story. The underlying features of poverty
are the same: lack of access to essentials
like food, clean water and land, poor
health care or educational facilities,
physical isolation, powerlessness, and
extreme vulnerability to adversity. All
these different aspects combine to create a
chain of circumstances from which it
becomes increasingly hard to break out.

Involving people
In Oxfam's experience, development
which puts people in charge of their own
future offers the best possibility of real
and lasting change. Successful
development projects aim to build
communities' confidence and ability to
identify problems - and implement
solutions - for themselves.

Ismael Issa had to abandon his farm in
the Erigavo District of Somalia a few
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years ago, because of flooding. He and his
family were the victims of failed attempts
to control erosion in the area. 'The water
flooded our farms in the rainy season/ he
recalls. 'We tried to cultivate our lands for
a few seasons, but each time, our crops
were destroyed by floods.'

Eighty per cent of the people who live
in the area are nomadic herders of goats,
sheep and camels. Overgrazing is at the
heart of the district's problems. It has
denuded the uplands and plains of
vegetation which once retained water in
the soil. Now the rain flows across the
plains, taking soil with it down into the
valleys where the farmers live. The result
is erosion and flooding.

In the 1970s a costly high-tech solution
was tried, using experts and funds from
overseas. Large stone and wire dams
were built across the valleys, to check the
flooding. But the dams either burst or
simply diverted water into new channels,
causing further erosion.

Oxfam began working with local
groups in the area in 1984, gathering the
local people's views of the problems.
After much discussion, people agreed
that the dams needed modifying, and
undertook the work themselves, using
simple hand tools. As a result, the valley
farmlands became usable once more.

Further conservation work revealed
some of the underlying difficulties,
particularly the problem of land. Over
several years, the nomadic herders had
witnessed the shrinking of the common
lands on which they grazed their animals.
At the same time, the herders had been
increasing their stock, encouraged by
good prices. Oxfam was able to act as a
catalyst, bringing together the various
groups with their different interests, in an
effort to work out longer-term solutions.
Important recommendations were agreed
concerning the use and management of
the land in future.

Cutting out the
middlemen
An essential element of Oxfam's
approach to development is bringing
people together. Through better

organisation, poor
people have more
chance of making
themselves heard
and solving their
own problems.
Alone, they are
vulnerable to
exploitation, and
lack the resources
to change their
circumstances.

Coffee is the
Dominican
Republic's second-
largest export crop,
and all of it is
produced by
small-scale
farmers.
Traditionally they have been at the mercy
of middlemen, who control access to the
markets and credit for seeds, tools, and
fertiliser. This has compounded the
problem of the unstable price of coffee on
the world market, which by 1990 was
one-third lower than its level in 1980.

'We work from seven in the morning to
five in the afternoon. But coffee doesn't
bring the farmer much profit,' says Jose
Rodriguez from the federation ot Coffee
Farmers' Associations of Bani, formed
after Hurricane David wiped out their
crops in 1979.

'The benefits of the coffee go to the
middlemen. They cheat on the value of
the product. Then there are the taxes. We,
the small coffee growers, produce the
national wealth, but we don't have health
centres, schools, roads, or bridges, much
less a chemist or a doctor.' Poor income
has meant declining investment by the
farmers, and this has led to declining
yields. Many have had to abandon their
farms.

Oxfam-backed co-operatives have
joined forces with others to obtain cheap
credit, share storage and processing
facilities, and develop a marketing
strategy that will allow them to by-pass
the middlemen. By 1988 co-ops had
gained control of 10 per cent of the
country's export trade.

Jose Rodriguez takes
his turn to work as
warehouseman in the
coffee farmers' co-
operative, Bani,
Dominican Republic.
Liam Kane/Oxfam
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Lahancharia village,
southern Gujarat:

Actors from the
Sandesh theatre group

rehearsing for their
evening performance.
The play is based on

the real-life
experiences of the
audience, who are

poor tribal villagers.
Amanda Milligan/Oxfam

Getting a fairer deal
Many poor people have rights of which
they are unaware, or which they do not
know how to claim. Sometimes a small
grant from a development agency can
lead to the release of significant long-term
benefits.

The so-called 'tribals' of India are
among the country's most exploited
people. These are people who lived for
centuries outside the formal caste system.
Today they live in the most marginal and
inhospitable environments, and work in
the most menial of jobs.

In the Dangs district of Gujerat,
thousands of tribals work as collectors of
Timru leaf which is used in the making of
bidis (Indian cigarettes). Often exploited
by their employers, they have no
insurance against accidents or ill health.

Most of them are unable to read or count,
so are easy prey for unscrupulous traders.

The Gram Vikas Mandal Association
Trust (GVMAT) helps the tribals to find
out about their legal rights and how to
claim them. They overcome the problem
of illiteracy by working closely with a
theatre group, which acts out stories
based on the real-life experiences of the
tribals themselves.
The two organisations have dealt with a

range of issues, including harassment and
the right to free health care. But the most
successful of the campaigns so far has
been over the payment for Timru leaf.
GVMAT discovered that the contractors

were paying only 11 rupees for a bundle
of a hundred leaves, when the legal
minimum set by the government was 22
rupees. The theatre group performed in
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25 affected villages, informing up to
60,000 people about the situation. As a
result, tribal people banded together and
demanded the proper rate, and most
secured an increase. Some received less
than the legal minimum, but a few
managed to get as much as 27 rupees.

'By using the theatre group, GVMAT
has helped 60,000 tribals to get more
money/ said Murali Mohan, an Oxfam
field worker. 'This makes an enormous
difference to such poor people.'

The struggle for justice
Many poor people live under the threat of
violence. At the Kapisha compound in
Zambia's Copperbelt, living conditions
are atrocious. There is no electricity, an
erratic water supply, and no public
transport. Among its 30,000 inhabitants
are former miners who set themselves up
as charcoal-burners supplying the
smelting works after the slump in copper
prices in the mid-1970s. Now they have
established farming co-operatives to eke
out an existence on the outskirts of the
shanty towns, rather than return to the
villages that many left a generation ago.

The Kapisha Community Development
Committee (KCDC) receives funding
from Oxfam to provide training and
encourage community projects, ranging
from credit unions to literacy and youth
employment schemes. The KCDC was
able to help the Kamiteta co-op when it
faced an unexpected crisis. In 1988, 80
families were served with eviction notices
by the local authority. They were told
they would be allocated land elsewhere,
to make way for commercial exploitation
of the forest which they had cleared as
charcoal-burners.

'It was like going all the way back in
history,' recalls Kamiteta's chairperson
Mutande Mjelekwa, who has spent 40
years in the Copperbelt, 25 of them
working for a South African timber
company. With six children and no
retirement benefits, subsistence farming
was Mutande's only option.

'This time we had to stand up and fight
a new struggle — to cling on to our own
basic human right to live and own the

land we fought for in the independence
struggle.'

Despite the threat of physical violence
from local landowners, the farmers
resisted the eviction, and Kapisha
residents threatened to march on the
Governor's office in their defence. When
the authorities heard of the community's
plans, they quickly sent emissaries with
promises to reallocate 5-hectare plots on
the same land.

With Oxfam's backing, the efforts of the
Kapisha Community Development
Committee to assist the co-operative

Kapisha Compound,
Zambia: no proper
water supply yet, but
the members of the
Kamiteta co-op have at
last won title to their
land.
Chris Johnson/Oxfam
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Running repairs to a
relief truck in Tigray,

during the civil war in
Ethiopia. Relief

convoys travelling in
daylight ran the risk of

bombardment by
Ethiopian government

planes.
Neil Cooper/Oxfam

eventually ensured that 80 families won
the title deeds to settle permanently on
250 hectares of farming land.

Oxfam could tell hundreds of similar
stories from its experience of working
with poor communities throughout the
developing world. They demonstrate how
such communities can overcome the most
daunting odds. These people are Oxfam's
partners, and it is their courage and
determination which inspires optimism in
even the most unsentimental aid workers.



Poverty
and conflict

IT WAS THE PLIGHT of civilians in
World War II that gave rise to
Oxfam's work among the poor. Today,

over 50 per cent of Oxfam's overseas
grants support communities adversely
affected by conflict.

Armed conflict is an avoidable disaster,
and much more can and should be done
to encourage mediation and tackle the
underlying causes. Poverty and lack of
basic democratic rights are frequently at
the root of conflict.. The United Nations
has a crucial role to play in helping to
bring about peace.

The costs of war
Armed conflict is a cause of immense
suffering in the South. All but two of the
127 armed conflicts which happened in
the world between 1945 and 1989 took
place there. In Africa, where the problem
is at its most severe, Oxfam is providing
emergency assistance to poor people in
Ethiopia, Sudan, Angola, Mozambique,
Malawi, Somalia, and Liberia. There,
conflict and famine are closely linked.

During World War II, 52 per cent of
war-related deaths were among civilians.
Now the United Nations puts the figure
at 84 per cent. There are 17 million

At least one million
people have been
driven out of
Mozambique by the
civil war. In this school
for refugees in Nsanje,
Malawi, 8,600 pupils
are taught the
Mozambican curriculum
by refugee teachers.
Julia Martin/Oxfam
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Ciudad Segundo
Montes, El Salvador:

Refugees from the civil
war organised literacy

classes for themselves
while in exile in

Honduras.
Jenny Matthews/Oxfam

refugees around the world, and a further
24 million people displaced within the
borders of their own countries.

Impoverished families trek into the
nearest centres of potential relief, swelling
the shanty towns and refugee camps,
where insanitary conditions increase the
likelihood of disease and death. Besides
creating large numbers of refugees and
internally displaced people, conflict
disrupts the production cycle in rural
areas. The economically active may be
killed or forcibly conscripted. Abandoned
farms are laid waste, destroying the
chances of a speedy return to cultivation .
The impoverishment caused by war
increases pressure on the environment,
often with disastrous effects.

Rape, torture, mutilation, and child
abduction are common, and terror is
often used as a deliberate weapon.
Women are hit particularly hard. Many
are left alone to shoulder the increased
burden of looking after their families. The
majority of refugees are women and girls.

Causes of conflict
Whether expressed in racial, ethnic,
religious or other terms, it is the
inequitable distribution of wealth and
power which commonly underlies civil
conflicts. In Sudan, for example, it is the
historical 'underdevelopment' of the
south of the country, with its largely
Bantu population, in contrast with the
investment in the Arab north, which is
one of the major causes of the civil war.
The fomenting of civil unrest in South
Africa is another obvious example.

Inequalities in access to land are a major
source of poverty and conflict. And the
imbalance in wealth at the national level
is often made worse by international
economic relationships.

In El Salvador, as in much of Central
America, most of the land is owned by a
tiny number of companies and
individuals. During the earlier part of the
century, the country's growth was based
on coffee and cotton, produced on large
plantations. Subsistence farmers, who
received little support, were pushed into
the mountains.

The collapse of coffee and cotton prices
in the 1970s led to widespread
impoverishment, and helped to
strengthen a growing demand for land
from the poor. The popular land reform
movement was met with violent
repression, which plunged the country
into a civil war which has continued until
today.

A million El Salvadoreans were driven
from their land during the 1980s. Oxfam
has supported a community of 8,000 who
took shelter in Honduras. Unable to
cultivate land, they set up workshops to
develop practical craft skills, recycling
systems, and a semi-industrial approach
to workshop management and
maintenance.
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Using self-help teaching methods that
involved young and old, and collective
kitchens that released women to play a
full part in other activities, they built a
strong self-sufficient community that was
able to insist on returning to El Salvador
on its own terms. They have now taken
over a coffee-processing plant, to be run
on cooperative lines. The project, which
Oxfam supports, is one answer to the
peasants' search for economic alternatives
to subsistence farming.

By supporting local communities in
their efforts to ensure a decent standard
of living and some control over the forces
that shape their lives, development
agencies can contribute to long-term
peace and security.

Freedom and democracy
Accountable and democratic societies
offer the greatest possibilities for the
peaceful resolution of conflicts. Where the
channels for constructively settling
disputes between competing interests are
blocked, violence is liable to erupt.

The growing pressure for political and
social change in the South is leading to
demands in many countries for multi-
party democracy and accountable
government, with guarantees of human
rights. This pressure is giving rise to
conflict in many African countries in
particular. While recent developments in
southern Africa and Ethiopia give
grounds for hope, much more needs to be
done if major conflict is to be averted
elsewhere.

Oxfam's concern is not with any
particular constitutional model of
government, but with the ability of poor
people to earn a living and exercise a just
measure of control over their lives.
Without food, health care, and social
stability, people are unable to play an
effective role in society. Without
democratic institutions, it is difficult to
sustain economic growth and encourage
participation. And without an
accountable social structure, economically
fragile Southern governments are prey to
minority vested interests, and are unable
to achieve respect and recognition in the

international arena.
Domestic instability weakens their

bargaining power, and gives rise to
pressure to buy arms as a temporary
buttress for the government. If nothing
else, the purchase of arms represents a
massive drain on resources that should be
used productively to meet pressing social
and economic needs.

A new role for the UN
The role of the United Nations is of
central importance. The UN must be
empowered to fulfil the promise and
vision of its founders. It will mean
member states contributing substantial
resources, and ensuring that the UN acts
above the narrow interests of its most
powerful members, in the interests of
humanity as a whole.

Ciudad Segundo
Montes, El Salvador:
Using skills learnt in
exile in Honduras,
returned refugees
rebuild their
community.
Jenny Matthews/Oxfam
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Ipswich Docks, March
1991: loading 5,200

tonnes of wheat on to
'The Grain of Hope',

chartered by Oxfam to
take food to famine
areas of Sudan and

Ethiopia. The food was
enough to feed

350,000 people for one
month. Oxfam

estimated that a
further 750,000 tonnes

were needed, and
appealed to the

international
community to provide

the rest.
Robert M. Davis/Oxfam

Oxfam believes that the United Nations
should have an expanded role on the
international scene, as a mediator in
conflicts, a protector of human rights, and
a controller of arms sales.

The UN could also develop the capacity
for a more rapid and flexible response to
natural or man-made disasters. To
strengthen the UN's powers to respond in
this way, Oxfam believes that it is vital to
appoint a Deputy Secretary General with
powers and responsibilities to mobilise
resources from the international
community; to intervene to protect life; to
coordinate relief efforts; to protect and
help displaced people; and to work with
the Secretary General in tackling conflict
and political problems which affect relief
operations.

Without a more equitable distribution of
the world's resources, democratisation,
the establishment of civil societies, and
respect for human rights, conflict will
continue to disrupt the lives of millions
in the South.
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Poverty
and the
environm*

ENVIRONMENTAL CRISES are no
longer in the future: they are
already here. The poorest people

are the hardest hit, because they are
directly dependent upon natural
resources for their livelihoods, and they
have no other options when these
resources are threatened. Worldwide, the
pace of environmental degradation is
accelerating.

Within the developing world, poverty,
conflict, misguided economic policies,
rapid population growth, and lack of
accountable government all play their
part in preventing long-term investment
in the conservation of natural resources.

Environmental refugees
Many of the world's poorest people live
in its most fragile environments. Denied
access to the most productive land, or the
means to farm land effectively, they find
themselves eking out a meagre existence
in an environment increasingly unable to
support their growing numbers.

For some, this condition is a result of
colonial patterns of land occupation; for
others, it is the result of more recent
developments: the concentration of land
ownership in the hands of a few, or the
introduction of big infrastructural
schemes, such as dams.

The drive during the 1980s to boost

Yatenga province,
northern Burkina Faso:
20 years of drought
and deforestation have
cost many Sahelian
villages half of their
cultivable land.
Mark Edwards/Oxfam
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Amazonia, north-east
Brazil: primeval

rainforest is burned to
make way for cattle

ranching.
Tony Gross/Oxfam

production of crops for export has mainly
benefited the wealthier farmers. Poor
farmers, unable to afford fertilisers and
pesticides needed to grow commercial
crop varieties, have lost out. Few
governments have provided support for
the production of traditional staple crops
on which many small farmers depend.

Violent conflict frequently adds a
further dimension, both through the
deliberate destruction of the environment
in counter-insurgency operations, and
through the disruption of normal
agricultural life.

The growing pressure on fragile
environments exhausts soils and destroys
vegetation, causing erosion, drought, and
the further loss of soil fertility.
Desertification is not a natural
phenomenon: it is the result of human
interaction with the environment.

At present rates of destruction, one fifth
of the world's crop lands will have
disappeared by the end of the century.
The United Nations Development
Programme estimates that up to 14
million people have already become
'environmental refugees'.

Those abandoning the land make for the
cities, where they hope for a better life.

Their growing numbers add to the
sprawling shanties at the margins of
cities, which in turn become the sources
of major environmental hazards.

Involving local people
Many people in the South have the
knowledge to manage renewable
resources in sustainable ways. Before
their indigenous knowledge is lost, local
people need to share and build upon their
experience and be supported in their
attempts to create a sustainable lifestyle.
Above all, they must have recognised
rights to share in decisions about the
management and development of
resources. Development which draws on
local knowledge of the environment has
the best chance of sustaining that
environment.

But development based on these
principles does not happen in most areas
of the world. Instead, millions of people
are either ignored by existing models of
development, or damaged by them.
Governments in some developing
countries have banked on the quick
returns which they believe investment in
rapid industrial development will bring.

The destruction of the Brazilian
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rainforest is a striking example of how
'development' can be counter-productive,
not only to the well-being of those to
whom it is ostensibly giving benefit, but
also to the very survival of the planet.
Since the 1960s the government of Brazil
has pursued a policy of 'opening up' the
Amazon rainforest. The destruction of the
forest to make way for large-scale
ranching, and the arrival of poor settlers,
threaten the communities of Indians and
rubber tappers who, traditionally, have
relied on the forest and its products for
their survival.

Oxfam supports organisations which
are working with groups of Indians,
rubber tappers, and small-scale farmers,
helping them to secure their rights to
land, and to present alternative policies
for the forest. They argue that the
economic activities of indigenous groups,
like the gathering of Brazil nuts and
rubber, offer an economically viable
alternative to ranching and could support
far larger populations, at the same time as
protecting the rainforest.

Population
Rapid population growth adds to the
problems of disappearing natural
resources which poor families and poor
countries face.

There is evidence that appropriate
development, which reduces poverty and
improves child survival and women's
education, will lead to smaller families.
But this takes time. Meanwhile, all those
who do not want more children need
access to the knowledge and means to
plan their families.
An integrated approach is required,

which is sensitive to women's needs and
enables them to take control of their lives.
But the responsibilities of the international
community go far beyond supporting
appropriate family planning programmes:
parallel with such programmes there
must be action to correct the inequalities,
within and between countries, in the
access to resources. Large families are
often the only means by which poor
people can respond to these inequalities,
to provide labour for the land or security
in their old age.

Mozambican women
learning about health
care and family
planning methods.
Chris Johnson/Oxfam
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Tree nursery, Ethiopia:
a project aimed at
reclaiming an area

denuded by drought
and conflict.

Hugh Goyder/Oxfam

The focus on high rates of population
growth in some developing countries
distorts one key fact: that the affluence
of the few in the North is more
damaging to the global environment
than the poverty of the many in the
South.
If the world's resources were more fairly

distributed, they could easily support the
growing numbers of people in
developing countries. But the high
consumption levels per capita in
developed countries, and their people's
expectations of increasing levels of
material wealth, help to maintain millions
of people in the South in extreme poverty.

The daily consumption of energy in the
USA, where the population growth rate is
0.8 per cent, is equivalent to 55 barrels of
oil per person. In Bangladesh, with a
growth rate of 2.5 per cent, each citizen
consumes the equivalent of 3 barrels a
day. To sustain its much smaller annual

population increase, the USA will require
an additional 110 million barrels, while
Bangladesh will require only 8.7 million.

Whereas population growth in the
South will mainly affect the local
environment, increased consumption and
pollution in the North are directly related
to the depletion of the ozone layer and
global warming. These are problems that
will affect us all, North and South alike.

Action for sustainable
development
When people are struggling to survive, it
is unrealistic to expect them to conserve
resources for the future. An effective
approach to sustainable development
must support poor communities in their
efforts to meet basic needs, while caring
for the environment on which they
depend. This requires action to increase
food security, improve shelter, sanitation
and water supplies, provide better health
care and education, and increase incomes.
It also means rethinking forms of land use
and approaches to development along the
lines suggested by poor people
themselves, such as the proposals from
Amazonian forest dwellers.

Women's needs and opportunities are
especially important, for women often
play the major role in environmental
management. It is usually the women of a
community who are responsible for
gathering water and firewood and
growing the basic food. They are
therefore the first to feel the effects of
environmental degradation. Their ill
health, repeated and often unwanted
pregnancies, and the burden of caring for
small children unaided also limit their
capacity to play a full part in the
sustainable management of their
environment. Enabling women to
contribute to, and benefit from, more
effective management of natural
resources is a vital task for the future.



17

Global
relationships

DECENT PRONOUNCEMENTS
from a number of United Nations

k organisations and Northern
governments have tended to emphasise
those causes of poverty which arise in the
South. Lack of democracy, armed conflict,
and inappropriate economic policies are
cited as the fundamental problems. These
are important, as we have seen already in
this report, and, from the perspective of
most of those with whom Oxfam works,
they are the most visible and pressing.

But equally important are the inequities
of the global economy which, in Oxfam's
experience, marginalise and impoverish
vast numbers of the world's inhabitants.
It is time that the governments and
peoples of the North recognised their
own part in the global scandal of poverty.

A number of governments are already
making respect for human rights a major
plank of their foreign policy, and future
aid for developing countries has been
overtly linked to democratisation in those
societies. This change is welcome, but
Oxfam believes that it does not go far
enough. What is needed is a radical new
agenda for political and economic change,
in the North as well as in the South.

Debt and adjustment
A great deal of effort and goodwill went
into the Telethon Comic Relief, shown on
BBC television in Britain on 15 March
1991. The projects funded by Comic Relief
brought new hope to many thousands of

poor people. But the £20 million raised is
only a fraction of what poor nations repay
in debt charges every day. If governments
and banks matched the generous
response of individual members of the
public, real improvements in the lives of
many more poor communities would be
achieved.

Repeated emergencies in the developing
world leave many people with the
impression that the rich nations are
constantly bailing out poor countries.
Nothing could be further from the truth.
During the 1980s the flow of wealth was
massively the other way — from South to
North.

By the 1980s debt repayments exceeded
the earning power of most developing
countries. By 1990, developing countries
owed foreign creditors almost half their
combined gross national product, and
almost twice their annual export earnings.

This drain on the countries and peoples
of the South is now slowing down.
According to the latest available figures,
in 1990 developing countries paid out
$56.65 billion (£34.3 bn) in interest
payments on debt, while total aid to the
developing world in 1989 was $46.7
billion (£28.3 bn). However, the World
Bank predicts that this net flow of wealth
from the poor to the rich will continue at
least until the mid-1990s, and possibly
beyond.

But the issue goes much deeper than
debt repayments alone. The policies of
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Negros, the
Philippines: all the best

land is taken up by
sugar cane plantations,
so people have to plant

their food crops on
whatever land they can

find - by the roadside,
in this case.

Belinda Coote/Oxfam

structural adjustment which debtor
nations are encouraged to adopt as a
response to indebtedness have often been
damaging to the poor. UNICEF records
that during the 1980s, debt and economic
crisis forced the 37 poorest countries to
reduce per capita spending on health in
real terms by 50 per cent and spending on
education in real terms by 25 per cent.

In the Philippines, where half the
population of 60 million are officially
categorised as poor, 37 per cent of the
government's budget was devoted to
servicing the nation's debt in 1990. As
well as requiring cuts in public
expenditure, structural adjustment
programmes have also emphasised
production for export at the expense of
local needs.

The early emphasis of 'adjustment'
programmes was on large-scale
agricultural modernisation to improve the
Philippines' export potential. This export-
led growth resulted in the needs of
peasant farmers and poor fisherfolk being
neglected. Many have had to seek new
ways of earning a living, such as
mangrove cutting and fishing with
cyanide, with serious consequences for

the environment.
Now poverty in the countryside is

getting worse, exacerbated by drought.
The poorest face escalating costs for fuel,
water and transport, while cheap
imported apples sell faster in the markets
than home-produced mangoes. By
conservative estimates at least two
million Filipinos have sought work
overseas to support their families. There
are even special training schemes in the
Philippines for retraining doctors as
nurses to work abroad, where the
financial rewards are greater: an
appalling loss of a crucially needed
human resource.

Aid for development
In 1989 the world's top industrial nations
gave on average only 0.33 per cent of
their gross national product in aid, well
short of the UN target figure of 0.7 per
cent. Forty-one per cent of this aid is
directed at high-income and middle-
income countries, and a substantial
amount is tied to the purchase of goods or
services from the aid donor. The trend
among the world's richest nations is
actually to reduce the amount of aid they
give, as a proportion of national wealth.

The quality of aid is as important as the
quantity. The first priority of aid should
be to assist the poorest. If they are to be
effective, aid programmes must involve
the people whom they are intended to
benefit. Oxfam's experience shows that
involving local communities in the design
and implementation of projects can make
government programmes more
responsive to citizens' needs. This
approach also helps to encourage
community initiative, ensure that local
knowledge is not overlooked, and reduce
the risk of disruption and confrontation
which can accompany large
infrastructural projects such as the
construction of roads or dams.

Oxfam has worked with communities
affected by a number of these large
projects, like the Narmada Dam in India,
helping poor people to present their
concerns to the major funding
organisations such as the World Bank.
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The effectiveness of aid as a form of
external investment is reduced by its
being tied to the purchase of goods and
services from the donor nation. If more
aid money were spent either within the
recipient country or within the region,
greater economic stimulus would be
created. More open tendering for
development contracts, and greater local
purchasing, could help to contribute to
the economic growth that is essential for
the alleviation of poverty.

Unfair terms of trade
Disadvantageous terms of international
trade, especially low and volatile
commodity prices, and protected markets
in the North, are having a devastating
effect on many developing countries. The
world-wide recession in the 1980s caused
economic stagnation among the
wealthiest nations, reducing their
demand for the raw materials on which
developing countries mostly depend for
their export earnings. Commodity prices
hit their lowest point in the spring of
1991.

In one year, Kabula, a young woman
farmer from Mwabuzo in Western
Tanzania, earns enough money from her
cotton harvest to buy herself one kanga,
the piece of cloth traditionally worn by
women and men in Tanzania. Yet in any
one harvest she grows enough cotton to
make 720 kangas. She comments, 'Cotton
is the only cash crop we grow around
here, and we have to grow something for
cash in order to pay local taxes, to buy
books for my brothers and sisters who are
still at school, and to buy essentials like
salt, shoes and clothes.'

Kabula is caught in the trade trap. She
relies on cotton for a cash income, yet the
price that she receives for it is so low that
she is consigned to a life of rural poverty.

Mwabuzo is well known to Oxfam. The
association between village and aid
agency began in the mid-1980s, when a
group of farmers asked for advice on
increasing their cotton crop yields. They
have decided to farm collectively, so that
they can pool their resources and work
more efficiently. Oxfam has supported

these initiatives in a number of ways,
including help with loans for oxen,
fertiliser, and ploughs.

While Kabula relies on cotton to support
her brothers and sisters and pay her taxes,
Tanzania relies on cotton for between 12
and 16 per cent of its export earnings. The
problem is that in recent years, Tanzania
has been earning less for its cotton
exports, because the price of cotton in the
international market place has been so
low. Coffee, which is even more
important to Tanzania's economy, has
been similarly hit. Coffee prices also
plunged during the mid-1980s.

In sub-Saharan Africa ten of the
countries in which Oxfam works are

Mayo Kebbi, south-
west Chad: An anxious
wait for Daniel Kada
and his wife as they
queue to get their
cotton weighed in the
market at Bissi Mafou:
the price will be
determined by
conditions on the
global commodity
market, and their
livelihood depends on
it.Sarah Westcott/Oxfam
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Brazil: Working on a
sugar cane plantation.

Piece-work rates can
be as low as 30 pence

a day.
Frances Rubin/Oxfam

dependent on one commodity for more
than 50 per cent of their export earnings.
With such a high level of dependence on
primary commodities, many developing
countries suffered a considerable loss in
export earnings due to the low prices of
the 1980s. Between 1981 and 1985 this loss
has been estimated at US$553 billion:
equivalent to 122 per cent of the total
value of the commodity exports of
developing countries in 1980.

Increased productivity is one of the few

options open to economies heavily
dependent on the export of a handful of
commodities, as are those of most
developing nations. The vulnerability of
such economies is exposed when demand
changes and prices fall. When several
nations simultaneously increase
production of the same commodity, the
resulting glut can quickly depress prices
below the cost of production.

In some cases this dependence on a few
commodities may be a legacy of
colonialism, but it has become endemic
because of the South's weak trading
position as a supplier of cheap raw
materials to the industrial North. One of
the major obstacles preventing poor
countries from breaking out of this
dependence is the system of tariffs and
quotas which governments of the North
use to protect their industries from
competition. According to the World
Bank, trade barriers in the North are
costing developing countries $55bn
(£33.3bn) a year in lost export earnings:
more than all the aid given in any one
year by the North to the South. Without
changes in the terms of global trading
relationships, the poorest nations are
caught in a downward spiral.

The role of the consumer
Pressure from European consumers can
have a dramatic impact upon the lives of
Southern growers, as the Max Havelaar
Foundation (MHF) has demonstrated in
the Netherlands with coffee. Six thousand
supermarkets, as well as 230 alternative
trading shops, now sell coffee produced
by small-scale farmers in cooperatives in
Mexico, the Dominican Republic, and
several African countries.

The MHF licenses the use of its 'quality
seal' to coffee traders who undertake to
buy from a list of approved producers, at
a guaranteed, fair price, making a 60 per
cent down-payment ahead of the harvest.
With stable prices, farmers can start to
plan ahead. Commercial buyers are now
beginning to offer the farmers higher
prices, to ensure that they dc not lose the
best beans to MHF.

Lack of access to markets is one of the
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Coffee picker on a plantation in Honduras.
Ana Cecilia Gonzalez/Oxfam

reasons why Southern producers
continue to live in poverty. This is why
Oxfam is working with other
development and alternative trading
organisations on a similar scheme, which
they plan to launch in 1992.

The Fair Trade Mark scheme will
guarantee to consumers that producers

have been paid a fairer price for their
commodities, and also that they enjoy
better living and working conditions.
Companies selling products from
developing countries will be able to seek
accreditation under the scheme. If it
follows the successful trend set by 'green
consumerism', the project could help to
gain a fairer return for many small-scale
producers in developing countries.

Oxfam already has almost twenty years'
experience of fair trade through its
support for producers of handicrafts all
over the world. The Oxfam Trading
'Bridge' scheme not only provides a fair
price to producers, but also gives them a
share in the profits from the sale of their
goods in Oxfam shops and by mail-order.
Many of the producers are especially
disadvantaged, either through physical
disability, or as refugees, or as members
of ethnic minorities, or as female heads of
households. 'Bridge' helps them to
identify markets for their goods, improve
their production methods, and develop
new products. Sales in the UK and
Ireland reached a record level of £8.5
million in 1990, and are expected to show
a further increase in 1991, despite the
current recession in the UK economy.

Masvingo Province,
Zimbabwe: a women's
knitting and crochet
group, supported by
Oxfam. Living in a
drought-prone area, on
very poor agricultural
land, the group makes
bedspreads and
children's clothes to
earn extra income.
Tricia Spanner/Oxfam
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Action for a
Fairer World

IOWEVER GENEROUSLY the
public in developed countries

I may give in times of emergencies
overseas, this will not eliminate world
poverty. Nor can the local actions of poor
communities, supported by voluntary
agencies, alone provide the solution. The
problem requires coherent and complex
long-term strategies, including action by
international institutions and
governments in the South and the North.

The growing gap between rich and poor
is producing ever more suffering, conflict,
instability, and environmental damage.
The high-consuming North cannot expect
the South to tackle environmental
problems unless it is equally prepared to
tackle structural injustices in its
relationships with the South.

Building a fairer world means:

* Taking urgent action in the North
to redress the inequity of the global
economy which marginalises and
impoverishes so many of the world's
inhabitants.

• Debt reduction is essential to ease
poverty and suffering and promote
sustainable economic growth. The
'Trinidad Terms' proposed by Prime
Minister John Major to the London
summit of 'G7' nations in July 1991 would
represent a welcome step forward, but (at
the time of writing) agreement had not

been reached, because the USA and Japan
were objecting to some elements of the
proposal. The plan would establish the
important principle that debtors should
pay no more to service their debt than is
consistent with their long-term
prosperity. It is vital that these principles
be extended immediately to the debt of
developing countries as a whole.

• Southern producers need improved
access to markets, through the removal of
Northern trade barriers, and stabilisation
of commodity prices. Developing
countries also need help to diversify their
economies away from reliance on a
narrow range of exports.

• More and better aid is needed,
including a five-year timetable for the
richest countries to reach the target of 0.7
per cent of their gross national product,
set by the United Nations. The positive
new emphasis in donors' statements on
the need for poverty reduction,
environmental appraisal, and popular
participation is encouraging. If aid is to be
effective, these principles must be
translated into practice.

* Supporting the aspirations of
people in the South for more
accountable, democratic government.
Poverty and suffering could be reduced if
governments in the developing world



Action for a Fairer World 2 3

committed themselves to the following
policies:

• respecting human rights and giving
the poor a say in their societies;

• tackling the massive inequalities in the
distribution of wealth in their countries;

• meeting the basic needs of poor people
for food, shelter, education, employment,
and health;

• supporting environmentally
sustainable approaches to economic and
social development.

* Ensuring a speedier, more effective
UN response to emergencies.
There are welcome signs that the political
will to do this now exists. But the United
Nations must be empowered to live up to
its original mandate. The UN has a vital
role to play in the creation of a global
environment of sustainable development,
social justice and peace. The member
nations could make a start by taking two
immediate steps:

• Appointing a new Deputy Secretary
General with the authority and funds to
coordinate a prompt and effective
response to emergencies from the
international community.

• Investing the UN with a bigger role in
conflict mediation, the protection of
human rights, and the curbing of the
arms trade which adds to the scale of
suffering and represents such a massive
drain away from development.

Unless the international community
takes urgent action to tackle world
poverty, along the lines suggested in
this report, Oxfam fears that the 1990s
will be a decade of disasters. The issues
are complex, and change will require
real political commitment at all levels.
But the complexities should not be an
excuse for inertia in the effort to create a
fairer world. It is the only option for a
sustainable future for us all.

Bangladesh: the Tek
Para Women's Society
leads a demonstration
for women's rights.
Badal/Oxfam
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