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This contribution is based upon ten questions.

1. Are we in a life threatening, a planet threatening situation?

Here the churches have made an enormous progress over the last years; I see that when I read the papers for this consultation. The churches say it is. What becomes clear is that the rich do no longer need the poor. In the past they needed cheap labour and commodities, but we are well beyond that now. The poor are no longer part of the world economy. As markets are allowed to function, as they are now, this is what happens. Markets are not here to provide jobs, equity and so on. Of course, not all markets are bad: nobody would want all the time to have to fight in case they want to buy something. But the question is what is settled inside, and what is left outside the market, and on the rules that are used, and who makes these rules. Asking the question: “Are markets good or bad?” is posing the wrong question. But I do not think that capitalism is the natural state of mankind. Some claim that people have always been seeking self-interest alone, but anthropologists don't agree on this.  

2. Does this imply that something will have to change?

Not everybody is convinced that change is needed. A lot of social darwinists say that if people do not succeed in coming along, that is their own fault. During the discussion the bankers rejected all kinds of taxation of trans-border financial flows, claiming that on the long run this would work the best. So we should not to hastily use the word ‘we’ as the churches do too often. That ‘we’ will have to be defined. Seeing that a situation is bad does not for everybody imply that things will have to be changed. If people say change is necessary, than the question has to be asked: “Change in what direction?” The churches are heading in the right direction, is my opinion having read the documents.

3. Why is change needed?

Is it because of altruism? That is the vocabulary of the churches, and that is o.k. with me. Others say change is needed because they acknowledge that the world is in danger and that conflicts and crises will occur that will have effects also on our societies. So they say: change is also in our interest.

4. Who wants change in the direction the churches have outlined?

The rich? Some do, but statistically most of them don’t. TNCs? The biggest problem with TNCs is that they are not free, managers are not free. Their job is to produce shareholder value. If they don’t, they will be punished. They have to go in the prescribed direction. Profit is no longer enough. There is a Davos-competitivity-index for countries which shows that a profit of 10-11% is not enough! So perhaps some managing directors of companies do want change, but they are not in the position to demand for it. These days Corporate Social Responsibility gets a lot of attention, but in fact is is a form of Corporate Self-Regulation. Of course, I am not against ethics as such, or against SCR. But I think we should understand that it is an attempt to avoid that regulation from outside is applied. The companies say: look, we don't need that, because we are doing it ourselves, we are responsible ourselves. I am not against CSR, but this is the way it functions.

5. Does the IMF want change?

What we are facing in the IMF really is an alternative religion. The IMF is a doctrinal institution, for which religion is logically not falsifiable. With the occurrence of poverty after applying their regulation (Russia, Indonesia etc.), the argument always is: they did not apply the doctrines hard enough. Also an insider as Joe Stiglitz points to that in his book ‘Globalisation and its discontents’. In this book he shows very precisely what happened in Korea, Russia, etc. What the IMF asked these countries to do, was ridiculous. They asked for sacrifices, but it didn’t work. And I think the IMF cannot be changed. 

6. Do governments want change?

The answer to this question depends on the answer to the question on whose behalf they govern. In my country, France, people expect the government to do something for them. Most governments are not very interested in change, nor is the European Commission. 

7. Are there interests to go very far in defending the status quo?

Yes, there are: Money, power, accumulation. The proof that this is so is shown by the decline of ODA: this proves that since the end of the Cold War some countries and some people do not count any longer. See the FAO-meeting last week. They noticed that hunger is growing and that promises of the past will not be kept. See the Monterrey conference: what a disaster! The 0.7% for ODA will never be reached: see what the USA is doing in this respect. The debt-issue: JUBILEE was able to mobilise thousands of people and millions of signatures. Still the problem is not solved. The HIPC initiative is totally inadequate. 28.000 dollars a minute are spent on debt payment by Africa. Debt is the greatest thing that ever has been invented in terms of power over people and countries: it gives you the opportunity of setting the rules, to keep the prices of raw materials low etc., and you don't even need an army! Debt is not a financial problem: debts are comparatively small: only two days of currency transactions worldwide. G7 in Genoa last year made a miserable proposal for the aids problem, much less than Kofi Annan asked for. To be short: a lot of people do not count. All this is further proof that a lot of people do not want any change.

8. How do we have to operate when we do want to get any change?

Change will not come spontaneously because a lot of forces aligned against justice and solidarity. Suffering is no cause for spontaneous change of policy. There does not seem to be any degree of human suffering that in and out of itself will cause spontaneous change. Will change come by exhortations? Churches work a lot with that: “There must not be poverty” etc. If ordinary people say so, noting will happen. It does not come by itself. You have to make it work. We have to specify who ‘we’ are. There are a lot of requests for dialogue. Will change come through dialogue? I am not against dialogue, but I don't think it can be open ended and ongoing without some signs that the other side is really hearing what is being said. Will the concept of ‘enough’ work in this respect? For people who are motivated by money, ‘enough’ is no concept. Even the fourth richest man in the world told that he only had one wish: to get higher on the list. Fear might do it, but the concept of enough won't work with this kind of people. Will a big shock help? The 11th of September appeared not to be enough. Will individual commitment cause change? I am not against that, nor against austerity, but I am afraid that people, who make that choice and think they are contributing in that way to a better world, will get desperate when they see things only get worse in the world. Then it becomes a pastoral issue. The individual against the system is not in a good position. An example: Coca Cola uses all the water of the poor in a region in India, with the result that the wells are running dry now. Is the individual not drinking Coca Cola being a response to that? If everything is decided outside of us, what happens to the personal responsibility? This kind of questions should get more attention. 

9. Will change come about by churches alone?

If the analyses of the churches differ from the analyses made outside the churches, things won't work. This could be the case when some of the documents speak of the IMF and the World Bank as their ‘partners’. Churches cannot bring about global systemic change on their own, even if we assume that they agreed amongst themselves. We should all be working together. We need to have power to be able to force changes. I know that power is not regarded as very positive in the churches. But power is needed for change. Power you can get by forming strong alliances. Churches are saying: “we confess …” That is no problem, even if not all people will agree with that. But you should not force it upon the people. The only thing necessary is to share the same goal. Motivation is very important, and each person has its own motivation. Cooperation instead of competition is needed. Laws and taxes are needed: these are ordinary instruments for governments to use. It would be interesting to see what churches did 100 years ago when income tax was introduced. Where they in favor of that? The rich were against that. Taxation and redistribution is needed. Limits on the market are necessary, and laws. It will be more difficult to get them internationally than nationally; the same applies for debts. So our task is more difficult, but it can be dealt with, by strong national alliances and by an international broad network. Who do belong in this network? It includes ecologists, the traditional development organisations, cultural workers, feminists, the labor movement, churches. We have the numbers on our side. We have the arguments on our side. The WTO has no proof that their ideas do help the poor. What we are lacking is the organisation, the solidarity, the international structures. Churches can help to form alliances and strengthen them, because they already are international organised. That is why the last question is:

10. When? 

Are we in a situation of urgency? Do we need more research? Perhaps. But my concluding question is: if not now, when?
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