
A fair share for all 
by Adolfo Chavez 

s we approach the end 
of the second millen
nium of the modem 
era, we still have not 
developed any clear 

sense of our collective identity or 
formed any real idea of the magnitude 
of the problems we face. More signifi
cantly, perhaps, we are also unaware 
of the great potential we possess to 
resolve these problems. 

Perhaps the world's greatest prob
lem is poverty, accompanied by malnu
trition, disease and ignorance-blights 
which are probably as old as 
humankind itself and which now afflict 
at least 2000 million people with 
extreme suffering. What is new, 
however, dating only from this century, 
is the condition of social wealth in 
many areas of the planet, where a 
majority of people have ample 
resources to live in security and even in 
superabundance. These "affluent" 
individuals now number some 1000 
million. 

To belong to the latter rather than 
to the former group, or to an inter
mediate category whose members 
have few resources but are simply able 
to work and to eat, is largely a matter 
of birth and not, as some people 
persistently argue, a right that is 
acquired by perseverance and saving. 
If only we could grasp this full:y, if only 
we could all understand that we might 
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just as easily be living in the Sahel or 
Bangladesh and suffering from the 
natural disasters visited upon the 
populations there, it would do much to 
help us to find the solutions we so 
badly need. 

This duality· of our world today gives 
rise to the greatest happiness and the 
most dire misfortune. Happiness, 
because riches have brought tre
mendous technological development 
and built up immense wealth which 
ought to resolve the basic problems of 
the entire human race; and misfortune, 
because the extremes of egotism and 
exploitation such as we are now 
witnessing often produce the opposite 
result and propel the human race 
towards a seemingly inexorable fate, as 
in a Greek tragedy. 

Widening the gap 
The world food situation is the most 

glaring example of inequality-an 
inequality that is conflictual and 
damaging for all. Affluent populations 
are served by supermarkets packed 
with every imaginable type of food,. 
many of which are conducive to the 
chronic diseases that are characteristic 
of these populations; while in the poor 
areas, paradoxically where the most 
food is produced, there is too little 
food to be had simply because people 
lack purchasing power. 

The big food-processing companies 

purchase raw foodstuffs at low prices, 
but the prices of their finished products 
are inflated by processing, packaging 
and advertising and are therefore 
beyond the reach of any but the richest 
sectors of society. Hardly anybody 
stops to think where this global food 
policy is taking us, when in fact it is 
widening the gap between rich and 
poor. 

It would seem that the misuse of 
modem technology is replaying the 
biblical account of the loaves and the 
fishes, but exactly in reverse; for where 
Christ was able to feed thousands with 
just a little food, modem technology, 
with all its millions of tons of grain and 
millions of acres of pasture, succeeds 
only in raising the cholesterol level and 
causing obesity in an apparently privi
leged minority. 

The rich countries of the world have 
formally committed themselves to 
giving seven thousandths of their gross 
national products to external aid, but 
only the Scandinavian countries and 
the Netherlands are actually doing so. 
The total amount set aside for devel
opment assistance-US$ 4 7 600 
million-is heavily publicized but corre
sponds only to US$ 60 per developed
country inhabitant per year. Such an 
amount makes no significant 
difference in the face of the real and 
continuous flow of money from the 
poor to the rich countries. Faulty 

Above left On the one hand, the poor 
peasants who produce much of the 
world's staple foods have scarcely 
enough food themselves for swvival. 
Right On the other, there is a surplus of 
refined foodstuHs, many of which entail 
risks of chronic diseases. A world food 
policy that restores the balance is vitally 
needed today. 
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administration also means that this aid 
has no significant impact towards 
finding lasting solutions; the main 
problem is not so much the small 
amount of aid as the fact that it often 
consists of dual investments that pro
duce greater benefits for the "donor" 
than for the recipient. 

Where food is concerned, the 
motive behind the aid is often to 
dispose of a donor country's surpluses. 
Sometimes this means aggressive 
intervention in the markets of the 
recipient country; what is most 
objectionable is when the aid is given 
with the attached strings of political 
control, which limit the independence 
and possibilities for self-sustained 
development of poor countries. 

To crown it all, this millennium is 
finishing badly because the poor coun
tries are being forced to carry out 
policies of economic adjustment dic
tated by the large banks and creditor 
governments, which only accentuate 
the divide between regions and social 
classes. It is difficult to understand why 
it is only we, in the poor countries, who 
have to "adjust" our economies, 
matching income to expenditure and 
demand to supply, abolishing subsidies 
to agriculture and imposing controls 
on workers' wages, when the rich 
countries are not doing so. 

The real health infrastructure in the 
poor countries should still have the 
aim of bringing "bread and soap" to 
all, that is, encouraging proper nutri
tion and preventing communicable 
diseases. What we are getting instead 
from the rich countries is sophisticated 
computerized diagnostic techniques. I 
am convinced that, if the new tech
nology of primary health care were to 
be properly used, there would, with the 
present level of international aid, be no 
reason for such a high prevalence of 
the malnutrition-infection syndrome or 
for the high infant and pre-school 
mortality in vast regions of the world. 

Is it not time to bring true democ
racy to the world, among countries 
and groups as well as among people? 
For it is only then that it will be possible 
to share available knowledge and tech
nology and thus, to some extent, 
through basic services, to ensure that 
the benefits generated by our Planet 
Earth are also shared. Why should 
people in the developed countries see 
the logic of equal opportunities for all 
but fail to see the same need for the 
entire human race? 

We all know how much is spent on 

Some 2000 million people still live in 
poverty. 
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arms and how much is spent on the 
exploration of outer space on the 
pretext of discovering new resources, 
and yet the need to invest more to 
make better use of our own planet is 
rarely stressed. Much would be gained, 
including work for the deprived that 
would generate a minimum of secure 
income, and all the benefits would take 
care of many of our anxieties about 
what may happen in the near future. 

Reasonable daily diet 
With every day that passes we have 

more and more data to show that 
there is a diet that is ideal for us all, 
that is, a diet which keeps our bodies 
functioning healthily and protects us 
against chronic diseases and prema
ture aging. It is also clear that we are 
not merely descended from the pri
mates but that we continue to have the 
stomach and intestines of hunter
gatherers and, no doubt, also similar 
cells and tissues. What we need is a 
reasonable daily diet, with plenty of 
vegetables and fruit and small amounts 
of animal products and high-energy 
foodstuffs. We now know that to live 
better, longer and more healthily, there 
is no need to kill so many animals, or 
to grow so much grain for fodder, or to 
destroy woodlands in order to intro
duce grazing. The good news for the 
health of all living beings on the planet 
is that it is possible for us all to eat in 
harmony with nature. But will we all 
understand this before the end of the 
millennium? 

Now that news travels faster than 
the wind, we should proclaim the idea 
that a good diet, the diet that is right 
for people, is a simple one, containing 
plenty of fresh vegetable foods. Many 
already know this and many are 
already changing their eating habits 
and life-styles, but unfortunately not 
yet in sufficient numbers to safeguard 
the world's scarce resources. It needs 
to be understood that just one family 

of consumers in the rich parts of the 
world uses more energy and creates 
more pollution than 30 rural families 
in the poor parts of the world~ Never
theless, it is the poor peasants who are 
being blamed for destroying the 
environment because it is they who are 
actually cutting down the trees. 

The human race is approaching 
certain critical situations in which swift 
and intelligent action is needed. Many 
diseases are also blowing like a wind 
from the poor to the affluent, and the 
crises in poor societies may presage 
greater worldwide crises. History has 
shown that Rome was not able to shut 
itself off from the rest of the world's 
people, and that it ultimately fell prey 
to the same hunger and disease 
affecting others. We are fast moving 
towards a repetition of this experience, 
only this time on a planetary scale. 

Back in the Middle Ages, the 
Christian church in Europe introduced 
the tithe system-a contribution of 
one-tenth of one's produce-in an 
attempt to mitigate the poverty of the 
masses. Unfortunately, the funds thus 
gathered were not well administered. If 
anything effective is to be achieved 
today, the affluent countries and 
sectors, besides rationalizing their own 
consumption, will have to think in 
terms of global "sharing", starting with 
at least three to four times the volume 
of external aid which must, above all, 
be properly administered. Only in this 
way will we be able to start the next 
millennium by taking a definite step 
towards relieving the extreme suffering 
of the great masses of the world's 
deprived. • 
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