Make Poverty History
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As somebody who entered politics nearly 20 years ago to campaign on international development aid and debt relief I have really been heartened by the focus of 2005 on Make Poverty History.

Every 3 seconds a child dies in the developing world because of extreme poverty. There can be no greater moral cause in the 21st century to rally the labour movement. It has been my experience as a campaigner for years that this issue more than almost any other can galvanise support from civic society. 

The latest initiative – Make Poverty History – has probably managed to catch the public mood like no other campaign. The combination of celebrity backers and well planned stunts will mean that 2005 will genuinely be the time for the world to sit up and take notice. But at the end of the day it will be politicians who will make the final decisions about making the campaign succeed or not. It will be finance ministers and prime Ministers signing their governments up to more aid, financing debt relief and making the trade rules fair for all at the WTO... 

These economic issues lie at the heart of global poverty and must be addressed urgently if we are to have any hope of tackling poverty. It’s about going to the root of the problem, rather than only treating the symptoms. 

· It means that the un-payable debts of the world's poorest countries should be cancelled in full, by fair and transparent means. 

· It means donor countries must give more aid – aid that is effective and that reaches those who are most in need. 

· And it means that the rich and powerful nations must stop pursuing trade policies that put profits before people and the environment.

It is hard to imagine but when campaigners surrounded the G7 conference at Birmingham in 1998 it was really the first time that development issues got to be the main topic of discussion at these gatherings. Since then it has never really been off the agenda. This year through is very special. The UK, through Gordon Brown has been taking an international lead on debt relief and on the new International Finance Initiative. With the UK presidency of both the G7 and the EU it is a golden opportunity for us to make sure the trio of campaign themes – debt, aid and trade are resolved.

And of course there is a really important contribution we in the co-operative movement can make. It is so good to see that the International Co-operative Alliance has challenged co-ops to help increase aid for the Third world and to cut poverty by half. That is why it was particularly pleasing to see a front page article on this issue on the front of Co-op News recently.

Yet it would be too easy just to send in our postcards, moan about the G7 and sit back. But we can all play our part too. With Fair Trade Fortnight coming up we have an opportunity to put into practice what we all believe. Having visited co-operative fair trade coffee producers in Ethiopia with Oxfam last year I have seen what a difference our coffee purchasers can have for families. The co-operative principle delivers real and lasting benefit to the poorest farmers in the hills of the rift valley. So if you sometimes feel helpless it is satisfying to know that you can change lives literally one cup of coffee at a time. 

The backing has come to encourage co-ops to back the International Finance Facility – an initiative launched by Chancellor Gordon Brown.

An enormous increase in aid, trade and debt relief is needed if we are to get anywhere near meeting the Millennium Development Goals by 2015. At the current rate of progress we will only hit some of those targets in another 150 years. This is simply not good enough.

We should be proud of the lead the UK has taken on this issue and the genuine commitment of Gordon Brown to resolve the difficult and often technical battles at the IMF, World Bank and G7. This is not to say that all is rosy and that we have achieved all that we want but progress has been made and our aid budget is moving in the right direction again after 18 years of decline under the Tories.

I was inspired by the words of Ghandi to get involved in politics – “Be the change you want to see in the world”; let us hope that Make Poverty History inspires another generation of people who step in to improve the lives of the next generation of the world’s poorest people who suffer because of our actions.
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