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**Poverty generally not Poverty generally not 

constructed as a constructed as a 

disasterdisaster  

*A disaster implies a sudden, overwhelming and unforeseen event, 
where local communities lack the capacity to deal with its 
consequences without outside assistance.  

*The scope and impact of disasters are generally measured by the 
number of people displaced, livelihoods lost and the number of 
deaths linked to the event.  When poverty, hunger, starvation and 
death are linked to a sudden event, they are seen as disasters.  

*Yet, the relative number of people who die out of sudden disasters 
such as earthquakes, flooding and tsunamis, as catastrophic as the 
consequences of these might be, might not be as many as those who 
die, out of the pernicious and insidious effects of endemic poverty, 
on a regular basis.  

 



  

  
Despite Despite all the scientific and technological all the scientific and technological 

advances in the world, states and societies fail advances in the world, states and societies fail 
people in some of the most essential wayspeople in some of the most essential ways..  
  

  
We We know enough about poverty, preventable know enough about poverty, preventable 

illnesses, hunger and death and we have enough illnesses, hunger and death and we have enough 
resources to make a difference. resources to make a difference.   

    

We choose not to do so!We choose not to do so!  



The disaster?The disaster?  

 AnAn  unethicalunethical  approachapproach  toto  
sciencescience  withwith  aa  constantconstant  callcall  forfor  
moremore  research,research,  insteadinstead  ofof  
expendingexpending  resourcesresources  onon  andand  
investinginvesting  inin  solutionssolutions  thatthat  wewe  dodo  
knowknow  ofof  

 AA  sciencescience  thatthat  placesplaces  
corporatecorporate  greedgreed  andand  profitprofit  
aboveabove  humanhuman  wellbeingwellbeing..    



The disaster and the tragedy is the silent The disaster and the tragedy is the silent 
majority who watch, as people languish in majority who watch, as people languish in 
poverty.  poverty.    

This This is perhaps as disastrous as the millions is perhaps as disastrous as the millions 
who stood by silently as the British who stood by silently as the British 
colonized, plundered and looted Africa. colonized, plundered and looted Africa.   

It It is as equally disastrous and atrocious as is as equally disastrous and atrocious as 
those who stood by and watched the those who stood by and watched the 
holocaust holocaust & the Rwandan genocide unfold& the Rwandan genocide unfold. .   

  



• Holocaust – one of the most atrocious crimes against 
humanity; a disaster that killed 6 million within a 
space of 6 years 

• UNICEF – 30 000 children die each day; 210 000 per 
week; 11 m under five years of age each year. 

• 66 m children in 6 years; 10 times that of the 
holocaust mainly from preventable, poverty related 
causes. 

• Is it less of a crime and disaster because they die in a 
poor village, far from the scrutiny and conscience of 
the world – remaining as invisible in death as they did 
in life? 

• If the holocaust was a disaster, poverty should be 
regarded as a disaster of catastrophic proportions.   



 

 The disaster is that those controlling the major financial 

institutions, international and national political elites, 

and unfair trade policies and practices promote skewed 

development, with the schism within and across 

countries getting even wider.  

 Link these to the disaster of neoliberal capitalism, with 

its emphasis on cut back in state expenditure in areas 

such as health, education and welfare, and trade 

liberalization and we have the perfect recipe for a human 

disaster such as poverty, ingeniously crafted and 

moulded to ensure that a few benefit at the expense of 

the majority.  



Disparities in consumption 



* More than 80% of the world’s population lives  

in countries where income differentials are 

widening. 

 Race & gender – structural determinants of 

poverty & inequality 

 Former head of the International Monetary 

Fund, Michel Camdessus, concluded that: 

 "the widening gaps between rich and poor 

within nations [is] morally outrageous, 

economically wasteful and potentially 

socially explosive”  

Applies to gaps across nations as well 



 

Apart from poverty being a disaster in 

and of itself, “natural” and human 

induced disasters are precursors to and 

consequences of poverty, the former 

characterized by things such as 

earthquakes, floods, tsunamis, droughts, 

volcanic eruptions and mudslides; and 

the latter by conflict, wars, xenophobic 

attacks and genocide.  



 In 1991 Larry Summers, then Chief Economist for the World 
Bank and a strong backer of structural adjustment policies 
wrote in an internal memo: 

  Just between you and me, shouldn’t the World Bank be 
encouraging more migration of dirty industries to the LDCs 
[less developed countries]?… The economic logic behind 
dumping a load of toxic waste in the lowest wage country is 
impeccable, and we should face up to that… Under-populated 
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 chance in the odds of prostate cancer 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 per thousand. 

 



UNDP 
 Sub-Saharan Africa may be the lowest emitter of 

carbon dioxide, but it stands to be the region most 

affected by climate change 

 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

estimates that by 2020, 75-250 million people 

across Africa could face water shortages and rain 

fed agriculture could drop by 50% in some African 

countries. 

 If temperatures rise above 2 degrees Celsius in 

sub-Saharan Africa, an additional 600 million 

people in the regions could face hunger, new 

epidemic of mosquito-born diseases and additional 

agricultural losses of up to US$26 billion by 2060 



  

  

       UNDP 
 

Global economic crisis is threatening to reverse many of 
the advances made.  The WB and the IMF estimate that 
the poverty rate of sub-Saharan Africa is expected to be 
38% by 2015, rather than the 36% it would have been 
without the crisis, lifting 20 millions fewer people out of 
poverty. 
 
 
 



 

The answer? Another 
summit! 





1.1 billion people lack access to potable water1.1 billion people lack access to potable water  
2.2 million die each year from diseases linked to lack of water and poor 2.2 million die each year from diseases linked to lack of water and poor 
hygienehygiene  
More than 1.3 billion live on less than $1 per dayMore than 1.3 billion live on less than $1 per day  
3 billion live on less than $2 per day 3 billion live on less than $2 per day   
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 The GDP of the 41 Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (567 million people) is 
less than the wealth of the world’s 7 richest people combined. 

 Less than one per cent of what the world spent every year on weapons 
was needed to put every child into school by the year 2000 and yet it 
didn’t happen. 

 About 72 million children of primary school age in the developing world 
were not in school in 2005; 57 per cent of them were girls.  

 Nearly a billion people entered the 21st century unable to read a book or 
sign their names.  

 

 



 Global Priority                            $US BillionsGlobal Priority                            $US Billions  
 Cosmetics in the United States              8Cosmetics in the United States              8  
 Ice cream in Europe                               11Ice cream in Europe                               11  
 Perfumes in Europe and the Perfumes in Europe and the   
                United States                                          12United States                                          12  
 Pet foods in Europe and thePet foods in Europe and the  
              United States                                           17United States                                           17  
 Business entertainment in Japan          35Business entertainment in Japan          35  
 Cigarettes in Europe                               50Cigarettes in Europe                               50  
 Alcoholic drinks in Europe                  105Alcoholic drinks in Europe                  105  
 Narcotics drugs in the world               400Narcotics drugs in the world               400  
 Military spending in the world            780Military spending in the world            780  

Global priorities in spending in 1998Global priorities in spending in 1998  
  



                  $US Billions$US Billions  

 Basic education for all                           6Basic education for all                           6  

 Water and sanitation for all                  9Water and sanitation for all                  9  

 Reproductive health for all women  12Reproductive health for all women  12  

 Basic health and nutrition                  13Basic health and nutrition                  13  

Estimated as additional costs to achieve Estimated as additional costs to achieve 
universal access to basic social services in all universal access to basic social services in all 
developing countriesdeveloping countries  



POVERTY PRODUCTION 



Spinoffs – cronyism, nepotism, 

self-enrichment 



Political double speakPolitical double speak  



The faces of povertyThe faces of poverty  



Denial of human capabilitiesDenial of human capabilities  



  ExcludedExcluded  



Homelessness 



Smiles: human masks 



Starvation 



 Poverty: The face of a woman 



Loss of human dignity 



Loss, death … bereavement 



Vulture waiting for a child to die: What if this 
were your child? 



Capitalist propaganda 



Ideological control of consciousness 



Liberal & socialist perspectives on solutions Liberal & socialist perspectives on solutions 
to povertyto poverty  







DEMOCRATIC PEOPLE’S REVOLUTIONSDEMOCRATIC PEOPLE’S REVOLUTIONS  



**

*Poverty is not a statistic 

 

* It affects this mother, this father, this child, this 
person 

 

*Give poverty a face 

 

*See it for what it is 

 

*A human disaster 


