The Poverty Crisis in North America

To all delegations of the world summit review +5 

The negotiations have been difficult on many fronts, there has been a great deal of disagreement and backtracking, but nonetheless there is one issue which requires more thought and effort. It is issue of poverty in wealthy countries, and the threat that social and economic retrogression, elimination of standards and recent devolution of social programs poses to the rest of the world. The use of the term “extreme Poverty” is being promoted by the governments of the North to define poverty solely  in a southern context. Their resistance to referring simply to poverty is in part an attempt on their part to ensure that poverty within their own borders remains outside the scope of the declaration. The idea is to avoid being held to any responsibility for the growing problems of poverty plaguing the “most developed” nations. 

This strategy points to a deeper underlying problem growing like a cancer in many Northern or rich country societies, notably those in North America; the creation of an underclass being engineered by changing the nature of social programs from supporting and assisting the poor, to trapping, controlling and exploiting the poor. To give one examples, in Canada only 5 years ago, females heading households had access to higher education and were able to choose to stay home with their children if needed, social  housing was available, and the state income was sufficient to cover basic needs. 

Today all of these features are gone, there is no housing being built and therefore none available to those currently in need and the basic social security income is too low to meet basic nutritional needs. As a result in Toronto, the largest and wealthiest city in Canada, 1 in 3 children is poor and there are over 6000 homeless families with children in a city of 3 million (2000). What this current reality reflects is that while the number of poor at any given time is not that much greater than it was during the recession the depth of that poverty is far worse than it was.

In the United States the poverty is even worse. There are estimates ranging from 8 million to 20 million homeless people in the US. For 45 million Americans the lack of support and the lack of medical care leads to high infant mortality and people slowly dying of malnutrition, and adds to the abuse of drugs; both for survival and to escape the bizarre reality of being poor and extremely isolated in a wealthy nation. It also leads to increases in property crime, violence and suicide. This reality has been made acceptable to the public by propaganda blaming the poor for everything from government deficits to their own sad situations. In countries such as Canada, Australia and the US an extremely discriminatory campaign against the poor has undermined dignity and sanctioned hatred and systemic abuse of the most vulnerable. The public has been convinced that the only people who are poor are those who are morally weak, mentally ill or drug abusers, in spite of a very unstable labour market, a steady decline in wages, rising living costs, lack of access to higher education and health services. 

The focus on blaming the victims of our rollercoaster economy helps to mask the incredible concentrations of wealth and power pouring into fewer hands, and the resulting impact on the rest of the population. The growing divide in equality is leading to a fundamental breakdown of social cohesion, and diminishing community capacity. 

Yet in these societies one only has to become ill, experience a family breakdown, or lose a job through downsizing or increasing levels of small business bankruptcy to become permanently poor. For nations where human rights were better protected in the past where a life crisis used to most often result in only temporary hardship, this change in the nature of social programs signals massive retrogression. The standards and programs which were in place to ensure that basic human needs are met, are gone. Why does this matter when compared to the shocking and tragic reality of poverty in poor nations? It matters that the economic model of the great North America has become cruel and heartless, which makes it easier to abuse and exploit human beings wherever they are. 

One feature of this imbalance is that poor people in the North are forced to consume the products of exploitation as they cannot afford to  exercise choice in what they purchase. Thus poverty in the North reinforces poverty in the south because TNC’s cannot be adequately challenged through consumer power.  It also stifles the ability to choose locally produced organic over genetically modified food. Food security is not a reality for millions though there is incredible surplus available. The poor cannot access the land to sustain themselves as every inch is controlled or privately owned. Neither can we survive the winter without money, the shelters for the homeless are not available to all who need them, nor do they help for longer than a few days or weeks. Because of this thousands die every year from freezing due to lack of heated shelter.  

Another issue which should concern poor nations is the development of a poverty industry which creates wealth by managing and controlling the poor, from shelters to workfare programs to prisons, the engines of social control are increasingly being run by corporate entities profiting from public revenue. For example, in the province of Ontario Canada, an American Multinational corporation –Andersen consulting, was given a contract to redesign the welfare system and implement workfare programs. Their profit relies on “savings” from the welfare system. This means it is their interest to cut off as many people as possible from their income of last resort. The staff of this corporation earn as much as 500 dollars an hour to deny the most vulnerable 520 dollars a month. 

Welfare workers dictate what labour or activities people will do to remain eligible for state income, and often cut off clients who have failed to achieve their assingments even for reasons beyond their control. In 1999 there were some 80,000 people who were unaccounted for in a province of 9 million, people with no known source of income. 

In Ontario child poverty has increased 120% in the past decade, and homeless families have increased 125%. Right here in the city of New York, there are over 35,000 people trapped in the workfare system, many work side by side with people receiving wages for the same work in private businesses. Even the disabled are forced into activities like street sweeping though several have died as a result of activities beyond their physical capacity. 

Another result of these schemes is that increasing numbers of parents with children can longer support them and must give them up to relatives or more often, to the state, which then pays more money for their care in the child welfare system than the original cost of assisting the family. Many families also are forced to work such long hours that their children are unsupervised most of the time. All this is leading to the decay and breakdown of families and communities everywhere, except in the richest areas. Intolerance, racism, violence are increasing everywhere, youth are more and more engaged in death seeking activities like drug overdosing, gang warfare, and murder, and domestic violence now plagues 1-5 households. 

Social decay is to the advantage of the private corporations which run prison factories – the US now has the highest rate of imprisonment in the world, their drug laws are designed to gather more and more people every day as they can use them to convict the innocent, the 3 strikes policy allows them to capture petty criminals for life as three crimes, however minor,  result in life imprisonment. While the costs to the State of imprisonment are very high –as high as the cost of university education, the cost of prisoner’s labour to corporations is extremely “competitive”. This helps explain why 25% of the world’s prisoners are in the U.S. though the U.S. has 6% of the world’s population. The despair and anger in our societies is causing unheard of levels of stress, and illness,  and our youth are increasingly disenfranchised. every winter thousands of homeless freeze to death on the streets, 

In other words, the Great Nations of North America are not so great anymore, the myth of equal opportunity has died, survival of the fittest and all out competition rules, and our societies have been fully corrupted by greed. Many in the North are aware that our governments have long been exploiting and destroying the economies and ecology of poorer nations. These concerns are pressing and critical, and the numbers of poor are overwhelming.  Yet the fact that the percentage of poor in the North is smaller, does not erase the seriousness of the issues or the threat they pose to the rest of the world. Our GNP and GDP may be the envy of the world, and our stock markets booming, but the averaging of income, and purposeful misreporting of unemployment statistics as well as concealing the existence of the poorest of the poor carefully mask the reality of severe inequity. The tragedy of all this is that it is entirely unnecessary, there is enough wealth to go around, in fact, were the leaders of our nations to respect human rights, and take their commitments and responsibilities seriously, there would almost no poverty in the world except perhaps for those in crisis zones.

There is a grave danger that the WTO agenda will export the models of corporate social control and economic exploitation such as workfare and prison labour being imposed on the poor of the north, thus adding systemic abuse to the list of tragic impacts globalization already has created for those in the south. The agenda of the Gats negotiations includes the privatization of humans services. The wealthy nations consume 80% of the world’s resources, and this wealth is extremely concentrated, it is estimated that 10% of the population in the North control roughly 80% of the wealth. It must be more widely understood that the suffering created by greed of North America’s elite is destroying their own societies as well. Their model is not only not perfect, it is deeply  unjust, and entirely unsustainable.  

To help underline this brief analysis, we are enclosing the concluding observations of the Committee on Economic Social and Cultural rights regarding Canada. 

We urge the delegations of the G-77 and the few remaining wealthy nations who continue to protect human rights, to pressure the governments of North America to take responsibility for the abuse, exploitation and abandonment of people within their own borders. The protection of human rights, especially the economic, social and cultural human rights of all people should be the core of the WSSD declaration. The language must reflect a commitment to accountability of social services to the communities they serve, as well as to the governments and the public who pay for them.  All social and economic strategies set out in these global processes should be based on respecting the human rights so many have ratified and worked towards over the past 50 years. North America must not be allowed to further advance a model of state supported, corporate controlled industries that profit from suffering and misery to the rest of the world.

It our hope that the delegates hard at work on the WSSD+5 review declaration ensure that it does not become a North/South divided document, and that the commitment to eradicate poverty fully respects the human rights of all people, everywhere in the world including those who are isolated and devoid of access to basic human rights within the wealthiest societies in the world. 

