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THE ROAD TO THE OTHER WORLD THAT IS POSSIBLE
Deep in every heart is the longing to be treated fairly, in every oppressed peoples the yearning for justice and freedom hauntingly expressed in the old spiritual, "Let my people go!" Ours is a world where that cry goes up within many nations, and in our own. A fair chance at life: this is the need denied, and pressing. We live in times of incredible wealth and desperate poverty, with the growing gap between rich and poor becoming visible and intolerable, as is the misuse of affluent power in our corporate dominated world.  


The imperative of social justice is based on reality -- written in our bones. All human beings are from one human gene pool. We are one human family. None of us chose to be born, or selected our ancestors. All of us are on earth as of the same right. We must therefore be equal in rights and dignity. But in life prospects, we are very different. My good health is the other side of the coin of another's disability. My having work and income is manifestly dependant on family, place, time, education, and, frankly, luck. Poverty is seldom chosen and often the result of an unlucky start or the misfortune of unsupported ill health. None of us can survive without the aid of others: we are born social. Mutual solidarity -- implicit in the fulfilment we experience from self-giving to help another -- is essential for our survival. A grasp of these basic realities, therefore, mandates social justice. Social justice means that the basic needs of everyone -- for food, shelter, health care, education, culture, security -- must be met. And given the sheer numbers and complexity of our societies, governments -- not neighbours, charities, or churches -- must ensure that these needs are met. We are all entitled to social justice and it is the responsibility of governments, for which they must be held accountable. 

But governments have made themselves beholden to corporations, and the dominant towering force shaping our world is the corporation. Defined legally as "persons," they have morphed into transnational entities dwarfing many nations, leaving behind conscience, caring, and accountability. The award-winning Canadian documentary The corporation, based on law professor Joel Bakan's book, paints a disturbing picture of them as typically having the characteristics of a psychopath -- brutalizing, lying, unable to feel guilt, and without shame or remorse. Their project is growth that consumes resources without concern for exhaustion or damage, nature counted an externality that is a free storehouse and an inexhaustible sink for the resulting waste and pollution. In a new enclosure movement, transnational corporations based in the industrialized nations are in pursuit of more and more of life and earth: human genes and the patenting of life, its control being new conquest and colonization, given that 95 per cent of the world's genetic diversity is in the South; ownership of the world's seed diversity, control of the entire food chain blatant in terminator technology and the vision of a Monsanto [1]. The scramble for privatization of water symbolizes the callous marking off, for the benefit of the wealthy seeking profit, of an essential for life previously held in common for all to share and plainly a human right. Creating wants through the potent means of advertising, they have spawned unsustainable, wasteful consumerism providing a veneer of prosperity, and consumption dangerously polluting our environments. They have used technologies threatening to exhaust nature's storehouse -- witness the collapse of fisheries, largely through the introduction of big predator trawlers. The underlying thrust is, however, greed enthroned, the vast transfer of wealth to a small privileged elite, and the deprivation and pauperizing of increasing numbers as the gap between rich and poor grows.

Corporations have some truly ugly practices. What kind of corporate minds make profits through women and children working for a pittance in dangerous toxic factories in Asia, or the forced labour of young ones, sold by desperately poor parents, on cocoa farms in the Ivory Coast and other countries in Africa? [2] Or through children ruining their eyesight, hands, and bodies in carpet-making in India? What kind of market "values" grotesquely justify the maquiladoras as new opportunity for Mexicans desperately underpaid and working in vile conditions there? Bhopal, Love Canal, Three Mile Island: consider these symbols -- or labels such as Nike or Liz Claiborne and the huge difference between pay for Caribbean seamstresses and the cost of the resulting clothing for fashionistas. Unmasking of sweatshop goods has brought home the suffering of those without essential labour rights and reasonable wages. 

The undemocratic institutions of corporate driven economic globalization, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Trade Organization, display confidence that they know how to run the global economy -- "trust us." Yet the global market has brought fluctuating commodity prices, which combined with loans, manipulation of interest rates, inflation, rescheduling and soaring of debts [3], and Structural Adjustment Programme conditionalities  have made less developed countries of the South effectively colonies of the North. What else have they brought? Privatization and opening of their markets, production for export of food and flowers dependant on toxic fertilizers and pesticides, rather than of crops for needed local consumption, ill advised megaprojects, SAP-dictated currency devaluation, cutbacks in social services, education, and health care, and even elimination of subsidies for staple foods and basic needs. And the "debt boomerangs" (to use Susan George's striking image [4]) include massive deforestation, with loss of potential pharmaceutical and agricultural products as well as of sinks essential to slow global carbon dioxide build-up and climate change, and spreading pollution of water, air, land. The engagement of Canadian corporations in mining in Ghana, and in oil in Sudan notoriously led to massive human rights violations and enormous environmental degradation.

Our corporate-controlled press touts the benefits of "free trade" and the globalized market. The ideology blinds our affluent culture. The lethal debt process by which the South was brought into the market loop has seen the South repay in interest many times over what it borrowed, the principal still being unpaid. Creditor nations' hands are stained with blood. The resulting gross disparities in wealth are no longer morally tolerable: the poorest fifth of the world's population saw their meagre share of global income drop over the past 30 or so years, while the overwhelming share of the richest fifth soared. Resurgent cholera, yellow fever, malaria, and dengue in Africa and Latin America, and bubonic and pneumonic plague in India, the pandemic of AIDS and TB: this is the face of poverty in the corporate world of the World Bank, IMF, and WTO. 

Canada itself, for the purposes of debt repayment and reduced taxation benefiting mainly the wealthy -- means of fiscal responsibility touted by corporate leaders and their think tanks (the Fraser Institute, for example) -- has imposed its own structural adjustment measures, with sharply reduced spending on welfare and unemployment benefits, and elimination of badly needed funding for socially assisted housing. McJobs, part-time, low wage and without benefits, often temporary: these are the growing segment of the labour market [5]). Recently, among leading CEOs in Canada, the most successful earned $52,368,799 in annual total compensation and the 35th in the list got $4,032,563 [6], and tax avoidance continues to be big business for consulting/accounting firms, with incalculable, significant losses to government revenues. No surprise, then, that Canada has a huge and shameful poverty problem. Worse still, we are the only major Western nation without a housing policy, and there is a crisis of homelessness across the country. Eight years ago the Toronto Disaster Relief Committee (TDRC) issued a sign-on declaration demanding that this grave situation receive emergency aid. Across Canada at least 25,000 people are homeless, 1,000 live on the streets of Toronto, and our shelters, where whole families often have to stay, are not even up to UN refugee standards, according to TDRC's Cathy Crowe. The recent Toronto Charter for a Healthy Canada noted grave social inequalities: one in three jobs made peripheral or precarious by contracting out of core jobs and privatization of public employment, which are directly related to weakened labour legislation in many jurisdictions. But business knows that government is inefficient and needs downsizing, so in market economics, the weakest are pushed to the wall. Monthly food bank use has doubled since 1989 and stands at 2.4 per cent of the Canadian population (747,665), and, shockingly, 41 per cent of food bank users (305,000) are children under 18.  Of Canadian households, 10.2 per cent, representing 3 million people, experience food insecurity.

Add to the dismal picture, the corruption of many transnational corporations that has cost them massive fines -- name after name flashed across the screen in The Corporation -- the multimillion dollar fraud settlements of five pharmaceutical giants [7], the safety and loan collapse in the Reagan era, Enron, Arthur Andersen, Martha Stewart, the graft and bribery engaged in by Canadian companies (Acres most recently), and the corporation as an economic instrument seems hopelessly flawed. But perhaps, most disheartening of all, is the fact that the most booming corporations are those wedded to death: military contractors. Worst of all, Canadians, through the Canada Pension Plan, have huge mandatory investments not only in some 50 Canadian military corporations but in 120 foreign ones (almost $683 million of CPP funds, in October 2003, in 120 of these, with 88 per cent invested in 90 U.S. military contractors, 36 of them ranked among the "Top 100" dealing with the U.S. Department of Defense) [8]. Both workers and retirees are thus morally implicated in the promotion of war and of the worst means of environmental degradation. Nothing like war to keep business booming.  

So where are the paths towards that other world which is possible? First is the imperative of hope, as Maude Barlow stresses. Hope inspires vision and energizes. It is past time that we unmask ugly corporate realities. It is urgent that we take a stand for social justice -- our right and need. We must stand on and publicize the truths that:

· "economic activity has to be ecologically sustainable" [9]

·  sustainable "development" -- growth -- is an oxymoron, not an option on this finite Earth

·  social justice and environmental integrity cannot be separated, since we and the whole web of life are dependant on earth, its land, water, and air for survival and flourishing. 

We must use the media and public platforms to increase public awareness of justice and environmental issues. We must speak truth to power, through letters and meetings with  government and civil servants. When corporate-inspired downsizing, privatization, and deregulation create a crisis -- as at Walkerton -- protest and persistence in getting change to protect our health and basic rights are critical. When companies such as Talisman, yesteryear, engage in dubious actions, pressing the institutions we are affiliated with to divest is a useful moral strategy. Joining with organizations such as the Centre for Social Justice or Kairos, the social justice body of the Canadian Council of Churches for action with respect to corporations and government, will increase synergy. Coalitions and joint campaigns, shareholder actions: there are many paths leading forward. Faith groups pressed hard for the critical need to address climate change, their petitions getting the government's attention to the urgency and demand for signing the Kyoto Accords. Kairos and the churches have also been in the forefront for Jubilee -- the unconditional, immediate cancellation of 100 per cent of the bilateral and multilateral debts of all low income countries, the ending of structural adjustment conditionalities, and the cancellation of the illegitimate debt of all developing countries. 

Canada was the first country in the world to remit 100 per cent of bilateral debts. The Jubilee Campaign, which saw 640,000 Canadians petitioning the government for debt relief (as 24 million people, worldwide, urged their governments), played a role in getting this government leadership. By November 2003 Canada had delivered some $609 million in bilateral relief to 14 low income countries and eventually, if five other low income countries persist in applying World Bank and IMF SAPs, it intends to cancel another $379 million [10]. We should press for outright cancellation now. But the $1 billion total is a drop in the bucket. For example, for every dollar of Canadian debt relief, Sub-Saharan African countries owe another $94 million to multilateral financial institutions. 

A useful strategy would, then, be to get Canada to broker a deal among creditors for !00 per cent multilateral debt remission; resources could come from the IMF's gold holdings (through sale or revaluation) and WB loan loss reserves and retained earnings. As well, getting odious debts -- those that creditors knowingly contracted with dictatorial regimes against the interests of the people and without their consent (e.g. in Iraq, Zaire (now Democratic Republic of Congo), Argentina) -- recognized as illegitimate and cancelled is imperative. We should lobby to get debt repayment made at the price of basic human rights (food, shelter, health care, education) treated as illegitimate and not to be required.. SAPs must be ended: they not only fail to deliver the anticipated economic growth, but impose more poverty and environmental degradation. More radical proposals that WB bank bonds be boycottted until SAPs are abandoned and the WB cancels 100 per cent of low-income countries debts to it, and even that the twin financial behemoths, the IMF and the WB, be dismantled on grounds of their destructiveness and notorious governance flaws, need serious consideration [11].  

The further scandal of the disastrous reduction in Canadian foreign aid must also be addressed. We need to press the federal government to make significant increases in order to reach the long-accepted goal of  0.7 per cent of GNP for Official Development Assistance. (The Anglican Church of Canada's General Synod calls for a target date of 2015, by incremental steps [12].)

Governments must also be held to the official commitments made in September 2000 to the U.N. Millennium Development Goals. The commitments are to: halve the proportion of people living in extreme poverty, as well as of those suffering hunger; achieve universal primary education and eliminate gender disparity in it; reduce the mortality rate of children under five by two-thirds and the maternal mortality rate by three-quarters; halt and begin to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other major diseases; ensure environmental sustainability (integrating its principles in policies and programs, reversing loss of environmental resources, reducing by half the proportion of people without safe drinking water, and improving significantly the lives of 100 million slum dwellers); and develop a global partnership for development (including a rule-based, predictable, non-discriminatory open trading and financial system and debt relief, among many other measures) [13]. Strategies and actions to hold governments’ feet to the fire are urgent: only a decade remains to achieve the MDG! 

In the light of human rights commitments and these goals, social justice action on domestic issues is urgent. We must demand that the critical lack of affordable and assisted housing be addressed -- no more promises, but action! The 1% Solution put forward by the TDRC in 1998 -- to double the existing one per cent being spent on housing by municipal, provincial, territorial, and federal governments -- is key. We need the restored and renewed programs it proposes for resolving the housing crisis and the homelessness disaster. Its goals include new social housing supply, affordability of accommodation through rent supplements for low income households, rehabilitation of substandard social housing, and doubling of emergency relief shelters and services for the homeless. But lack of adequate income is at the root of the crisis and that is a function of the neo-liberal reduction in government services and cuts instituted in the past decade or so. Politicians must be lobbied to understand and accept the need for higher taxes in order to end the scandal of shockingly low welfare rates and soaring food bank use. 

We can insist in myriad ways and at every opportunity that, as Julia Morton-Marr said so graphically at the Sustainability Education Seminar (13 Oct. 2004), "War is not an option!" When they tell us to be "realistic," invite them to consider, with their astronomical military spending and the havoc of war, the mess their "realism" has created. Never forget that, as Ursula Franklin wisely observed, the moral is the practical. Remind them of Agent Orange -- courtesy of Monsanto -- making massive wasteland in Vietnam, and genetic horrors still, landmines rendering land unusable in many countries, the victims of the radiation pollution related to nuclear weapons production, testing, use, and waste, which radiation expert and epidemiologist Rosalie Bertell says conservatively number 13 million [14]. We must emphasize the opportunity costs in the world's huge annual military spending (projected at $956 billion in 2004). Human security needs could easily be met if we put war on the shelf of history where it belongs. Here are some price tags that social justice demands we pay. Retire developing nations' debt: $30 billion; provide safe, clean water: $10 billion; stop deforestation: $7 billion; prevent soil erosion: $24 billion; eliminate starvation and malnutrition: $19 billion; stabilize population: $10 billion; provide shelter: $21 billion; provide health care and AIDS control: $21 billion [15]. 

To find the funds, a tax on arms trade transactions could be productive. The most promising source of funding to meet the urgent global priorities of human needs is a small tax on all transactions in the world's financial markets (currencies, bond and other securities, derivatives, and stock shares). This could be a rich source of funds since by the turn of the century such financial transactions were at least 100 times as large as world trade. First proposed by Nobel Laureate James Tobin in 1972, a financial transfers tax of even 0.01 per cent likely would yield $150 billion or more annually [16].  

We all must walk the talk, personally. We must build our lives around awareness that, as part of the web of life, we must care for Earth, life, humanity. Become conservers, recyclers, lovers of Earth, our fellow creatures, and the human family. Cut your consumption, and support Fair Trade.  

Transparency is a tool. Use it. Support whistleblowers -- Nancy Olivieri, who chose integrity and her patients, confronting Apotex, the Health Canada scientists who kept bovine growth hormone out of Canada. But something much more profound than transparency must happen within corporations. In The corporation, Ray Anderson, CEO of Interface Inc., the world largest manufacturer of synthetic carpeting, tells of his own dawning awareness that neither species on Earth nor their ecological support are being sustained, that he and his own kind are criminals. He calls it an epiphany -- and it led him to resolve to make his company sustainable by turning wholly to renewables by 2020, and to commence by substantially reducing resource use. That kind of epiphany is needed to transform the corporate world. Work for it. 

Work for an epiphany with the commitment and caring that Julia called us to: agape-love – giving without thought of cost or self. Give because giving is the fulfilment of our humanity. If we do so love and give, joining with the hundreds of thousands in countless places and organizations that fill the World Social Forums springing up all over the world, we shall make that other, better world possible!  
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