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THE DIMENSIONS
OF POVERTY

What is poverty? Who are the poor? What are the ways of fighting
it? We often tend to believe that these questions may be obvious
or easily answered, especially when we come face to face with
poverty. But there are many views and many people who talk and
write about poverty around the globe, without reaching an agree-
ment as to what they are actually saying. Despite having a com-
mon basis, there are a variety of definitions and conceptions about
«poverty».

Grandmother from Chipinge, Zimbabwe
from The Suffering are the Cornerstone in Building a Nation, 1995.

«You want to know how I define Poverty? How can you
ask the question when you yourself see that I live in poverty?
The definition of poverty is right in front of you. Look at me. I
stay alone. I don’t have enough food. I have no decent
clothing or accommodation. I have no clean water to drink.
Look at my swollen leg. I can’t get to the clinic which is too
far for me to walk. So what kind of a definition of poverty do
you expect me to give you which is better than what you are
seeing with your naked eyes?»

In the following paragraphs we will address some aspects
linked to the definition of poverty, its measurement, its evolution,
and the perspective adopted by the Social Development Summit
held in Copenhagen, regarding its relevance and ways to fight it.

Poverty, to one degree or another, affects all the regions of the
world. In most of the industrialized countries, it is a question of
«pockets» that impact on certain geographic regions and popula-
tion groups (immigrants or workers in particularly low–wage jobs).
In much of the developed world the gap has grown between the
narrow high–income sector and the vast low–income sector. An-
alysts tend to allude to this fact as a reduction of the middle class.

The developing world –the countries of Asia, Africa, Oceania
and Latin America–is where the majority of the world's 1.6 billion
poor live and lie. It is in the countries of Africa and Southern Asia
that the Third and Fourth World poor prevail.

The last Human Development Report prepared by the UNDP
(United Nations Development Program) indicates that despite the

spectacular economic growth shown by a group of countries, 1.6
billion people remain marginated and are currently worse off than
they were a few years ago. The economic growth benefited a few
countries, at the expense of many others; and the countries where
the population is better off than it was 10 years ago are the ones
where the governments addressed qualitative, as well as quanti-
tative, growth. They have promoted measures fostering greater
equity, they have improved health, education and employment of
their citizens.

«The world has become economically polarized, both between
countries and within countries», says James Gustave Speth, UNDP
Administrator, in a foreword to the report. If present trends con-
tinue, economic disparities between industrial and developing
nations will move from inequitable to inhuman.

POVERTIES AND THEIR DEFINITIONS
Concern regarding the problems of poverty in the world is not

new. In the 1940s the international declarations of Human Rights
and Social Development called for the need not only to alleviate
poverty, but also to seek measures to abolish it. More than 50
years later the discussions continue, and the controversies on
the conceptual and methodological planes persist. Nevertheless,
some progress has been made and the 1995 Human Develop-
ment Summit probably set a landmark, notwithstanding the diffi-
culties in implementing the agreed Platform. At the Summit, gov-
ernments committed to eradicating world poverty through national
actions and international cooperation, with the understanding that
this is a humanitarian imperative of an ethical, social, political
and economic sort.

At a general level, and based on a quick review of the bibliog-
raphy, the points for conceptual and methodological debate on
the subject of poverty arise out of certain polemical aspects that
repeatedly crop up.

In broad terms, it is possible to say that the debates generally
start with the diverse meanings, uses or functions which the dif-
ferent authors attribute in their theorizing to the concepts of pov-
erty and/or human poverties; lacks; physiological and human
needs; capacities; fulfillment; goods and services; satisfiers; dep-
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Absolute poverty, as a definition, is based on what human
beings require as a minimum, to survive. This definition uses the
arbitrary concept of “absolute poverty” to suggest that there are
certain absolute standards that can be identified; the most fre-
quently used absolute measurement is income. Personal or fam-
ily income falling below a certain limit indicated as essential to
maintain an appropriate standard of living can be taken to define
poverty. Other forms of absolute measurements for poverty re-
volve around concepts of basic needs and evaluate whether the
households and/or individuals are covering those needs or not.

The other definition is relational in nature –relative poverty–
and is based on the position of a person or family in relation to
others in the community or to a standard considered necessary
for living in society. Thus the positions of different individuals
and groups are considered in relation to others in a specific uni-
verse. This type of measurement has the advantage of taking into
consideration the importance of the relative lack, i.e., of the con-
ditions that are not at the prevailing levels of consumption in the
country in question. Under this perspective, it is clear that per-

rivation; potentials; achievements; liberty; the finite or infinite na-
ture of human needs and their historicity, etc.

This is an initial aspect that must be taken into account when
analyzing the subject: there is no consensus as to the starting
point or to the conclusions. The meaning taken on by poverty
also depends on the customs, standards and values of each of
the countries and regions.

But beyond the specific positions assumed regarding the fore-
going set of questions, the most widespread approaches tend to
be aligned with one of two positions as to the question of poverty,
regardless of whether we are dealing with studies on its evolution
in a single country or with international comparisons: the relative
and the absolute approaches. Other authors propose approaches
that meld absolute and relative poverty. There are many countries
where people living in poverty lack sufficient resources to ensure
minimum levels of food, clothing and shelter. In most of the in-
dustrialized countries, however, absolute poverty is almost non-
existent, and the concept of poverty is more linked to participa-
tion and social integration and to the approach of relative poverty.

CHARACTERISTICS OF POVERTY

LATIN A MERICA

Ø extremely uneven distribution (Altimir 1993). The slope of the Gini curves describing the distribution of wealth in the majority
of Latin American countries is extreme, as compared to other developing countries and from a world perspective. The
sophisticated tastes and levels of consumption of some highly wealthy sectors of the population can be compared to those
of the most opulent groups in the developed world, which makes it possible to think of the region as having «pockets of
wealth».

Ø extreme social distance between rich and poor.
Ø predominantly urban poverty. While the proportion of rural inhabitants is very high, in absolute numbers there are more poor

people in cities.

SUB–SAHARAN A FRICA

This region is the one hardest hit by poverty. In general, its social development has not been able to keep pace with the strong
population growth or to resist economic disaster, which has often been tied to armed conflicts and to environmental degradation.
Projections indicate that by the year 2000 half the population of Sub–Saharan Africa will be living in absolute poverty.

ASIA

The largest number of poor people live in Asia. The highest figure in absolute terms is in India (350 million persons, i.e., 40%
of the population). Nevertheless, Bangladesh is the country with the largest proportion of poor: 80% of the population, repre-
senting 93 million people.

THE LEAST–ADVANCED COUNTRIES

In 1971 the United Nations coined the term «least–advanced countries» to describe the poorest and most economically weak
developing countries, which have very serious economic, institutional and human resource problems, often aggravated by geo-
graphic disadvantages and by disasters caused by nature and by human beings.» This definition is currently applied to 48
countries having a total population of 560 million people –approximately 10% of the world’s population– but who obtain only
0.01% of world income.



F R O M  T H E  S U M M I T  T O  T H E  G R A S S R O O T S

sons who can be classified as poor in some countries or regions
may have higher income or greater comforts that some groups
not considered poor in other less developed countries.

The following quotations reflect some of the different perspec-
tives on the issue and make it possible to identify some relevant
authors.

Rowntree: A family is poor if its total income is insufficient
to cover the minimum needs to sustain mere physical effec-
tiveness.

Orshansky: Poverty, like beauty, is in the eye of the be-
holder.

Townsend: Any rigorous conceptualization of the social de-
termination of necessities refutes the idea of absolute necessi-
ties and applies a complete relativity in time and space. The
necessities of life are not fixed. They are continually being adapt-
ed and increased with changes in society and its products.

Atkinson: It is wrong to suggest that poverty can be consid-
ered in terms of an absolute standard that can be applied to all
countries at all times, independent of the social structure and
the level of development. (...) A threshold of poverty cannot be
defined in a vacuum, but only in relation to a particular society
on a particular date. Poverty must not be considered in abso-
lute terms, but instead in relative terms.

Amartya Sen: There is an irreducible core of absolute dep-
rivation in our idea of poverty, which translates manifestations
of death by starvation, malnutrition and visible misery into a
diagnosis of poverty, without first looking into the relative pan-
orama. Thus the approach of relative deprivation complements
rather than replaces the analysis of poverty in terms of abso-
lute deprivation. Poverty is understood to be an absolute con-
cept in the space of capacities and achievements, and rela-
tive in terms of goods and satisfiers.

Meghnad Desai, along the same line as Sen, proposes the
following capabilities as basic and necessary: (a) the capability
to stay alive/enjoy a long life; (b) the capability to ensure in-
tergenerational reproduction; ( c) the capability to have a
healthy life; (d) the capability for social interaction; and (e)
the capability to have knowledge and freedom of expression
and thought.

Chambers talks about five sets of factors that interrelate
like a web from which it is very difficult to escape. The sets
are: (a) poverty itself; (b) physical weakness; (c) isolation; (d)
vulnerability; and (e) powerlessness.

On the other hand, some authors call for treatments combin-
ing different manners of reconstructing reality by the adoption of
spaces allowing for analytical complementation between poverty
indices and typologies constructed on the basis of aggregate data
and the evidence deriving from application of qualitative method-
ologies in diverse dimensions, incorporating evidence and data
of a qualitative nature (deriving from methods such as role–play-
ing, focus groups, in–depth interviews, life stories, biographies,
etc.) that constitute a rich source of information to move ahead in
the understanding of aspects rarely considered in conventional
analyses of poverty.

The different authors and papers reflect very different demar-
cations of the field of elements or instances that ultimately make
up the situation of poverty as they understand it; they go from
predominantly economistic views to those involving multidimen-
sional concepts, and include diverse types of deprivations and
questions related to power.

POVERTY AND ITS MEASUREMENTS
The specific measurement of poverty, therefore, requires a

definition of the conceptual sort and a choice of a certain level of
referential life conceived by selection of minimum or relative di-
mensional standards.

The choice of a set of dimensions and associated variables
for establishing a benchmark or standard (depending on whether
the approach is of the poverty or poverties sort) in order to define
the situation of the units observed with respect to same, is the
subject of new discrepancies. Moreover, the choice of the criteri-
on for decision regarding how the units are classified or located,
as well as the types of units selected for observation (geographic,
nuclear families, households, persons, etc.) lead to different strat-
ifications, extensions, intensities and conclusions.

Thus, for example, regarding the benchmark level or standard
of poverty there are positions that delegate their definition to:

Ø experts in nutrition who determine nutritional needs that be-
come a diet or reference food basket.

Ø philosophical anthropology (Terrail) which undertakes the
analysis of specific social needs for a particular society.

Ø social prescription (Mack and Lansley) obtained from consul-
tation with the population (questions put to samples) regard-
ing the necessary or desirable  nature of a set of items includ-
ing goods, services and activities.

Ø adoption of the «political definition of poverty». Here, the lev-
el of income or satisfaction of essential basic needs tends to
be adjusted to those it is feasible to address by means of the
social policies of a country at a particular time.

Despite the diverse criteria, it is possible to identify some forms
of measuring as the most usual in studies on poverty.

The satisfaction of needs of a person or a household will de-
pend on six sources of well–being: i) current income, ii) rights to
access free or subsidized governmental goods or services, iii)
ownership or rights to use of assets providing basic consump-
tion services (accumulated basic patrimony), iv) educational lev-
els, skills and know–how as expressions of the capability to make
and to understand, v) time available for education. In general, the
measurements that only partially take these sources into account
tend to underestimate poverty.

Each method, and within that, each variable, identifies differ-
ent extents and groups of poor people. The chief methods are as
follows:

Ø Sectorial gaps method defines the minimum for each need
and calculates the population below each of same (illiteracy,
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sewage service, etc.
Ø Unsatisfied basic needs (UBN) brings together various sec-

torial dimensions and identifies poor households and/or per-
sons. Households not having satisfied one or several of the
chosen basic needs are considered poor, along with all of their
members. Here the number of poor identified depends on the
number of basic needs chosen, so that the more needs are
taken into account, the greater the incidence of poverty.

Ø Poverty line (PL) defines a basic food basket, calculates its
cost and divides the portion of spending devoted to food into
the total cost of basic needs (Engel coefficient, which can be
obtained based on the poorest, the average, or the reference
stratum), confirming the poverty line. On occasion, the cost
of the food basket constitutes the line of extreme poverty or
indigence. Variants exist when measuring relative poverty
(when the reference basket is taken based on an observed
stratum) or absolute poverty (when the basket is stipulated as
a standard). The results differ depending on whether the cal-
culation is based on income (with differences according to
whether the income is adjusted or not to national accounts,
and also depending on whether formal and informal transfers
are taken into account) or on consumer spending (this makes
it possible to estimate indebtedness capacity over time).

Ø Integrated measurements methods (MIP) combine PL and
UBN, in some cases composing an index of intensity of pov-
erty either by household or individual. They tend to adopt a
normative posture regarding the food basket and an empirical
posture regarding other needs. These methods give rise to
different categories of poor people: structural, impoverished,
chronic, recent and inertial, etc.

Ø Social progress index (Desai): This index includes the dimen-
sions of income, basic needs and life expectancy. It quantifies
in terms of achievement, as an expression of the quality of life
or current well–being. The proportion of the life potential real-
ized is calculated by dividing the remaining life expectancy,
given the person’s age, into the standard additional years the
person ought to live. It expresses its results in terms of life
«well–being» and, for the poor, in terms of life «deprivation».

The MIP tend to identify some basic needs using UBN and
others using the PL. We find that they primarily identify the fol-
lowing needs:

UBN:
Ø water and sewage services
Ø educational level of adults and school attendance of minors
Ø electricity
Ø housing
Ø household furniture and equipment
Ø free time for recreation

PL:
Ø food
Ø clothing, shoes and personal care
Ø personal and household hygiene
Ø transportation and basic communications
Ø private spending on utilities

Ø private spending on health and education

Mixed:
Ø recreation, information and culture
Ø health and social security coverage

The results of the studies indicate target populations to be
addressed by policies. Usually, PL studies provide a basis for
adopting measures in the field of policies for income generation,
wages and employment, while UBN studies tend to generate im-
plications for governmental policies or credit policies for hous-
ing, water services, sewage, health, education, etc.

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDEX AND
CAPABILITY POVERTY INDEX

The Untied Nations, in its Human Development Reports be-
ginning in 1990, has chosen a series of indicators that have been
varied and adjusted over the years, with a view to evaluating the
situation of different countries. The Human Development Index
(HDI), while it does not measure poverty directly, alludes to it
insofar as it is impossible to conceive of human progress under
poverty conditions. The indicators on which this index is based
speak to the quality of life of a population: longevity (measured as
life expectancy at birth); educational level (measured based on a
combination of adult literacy and combined primary, secondary
and tertiary enrollment); and standard of living (measured as real
GDP per capita).

GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT

The 1996 Report on Human Development analyzes in detail
the complex relationship between economic growth and human
development, maintaining –as likewise concluded at the Social
Development Summit– that there is a certain degree of indepen-
dence between economic growth and human development, and
that the relationship is not automatic. Economic growth broadens
the material base for satisfaction of human needs, but the degree
to which they are satisfied depends on the distribution of resources
among the people and the use and distribution of opportunities,
particularly employment.

It is now commonly accepted that poverty cannot be reduced
by economic growth alone. Poverty and inequalities have persist-
ed in countries such as Malawi, the Philippines and Pakistan de-
spite strong economic growth. By contrast, growth strategies have
helped reduce poverty significantly where they were broad–based
and made ample use of labour, as was the case in Indonesia and
other East Asian countries. Therefore, national policies and bud-
gets must be reviewed on a regular basis to assess their impact
on poverty, employment and social development. This requires a
thorough examination of the content of past and current policies
and programmes

If attention is not paid to quality of growth, with governments
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taking corrective action, the «wrong» kind of growth is bound to
occur, says the report.

The report identifies five such types of growth:

Ø Jobless growth – the overall economy grows, but fails to ex-
pand job opportunities.

Ø Ruthless growth – the rich get richer, and the poor get noth-
ing.

Ø Voiceless growth – the economy grows, but democracy/em-
powerment of the majority of the population fails to keep pace.

Ø Rootless growth – cultural identity is submerged or deliber-
ately outlawed by central government, as in some of the states
of former Yugoslavia or the Kurdish areas of Iraq and Turkey.

Ø Futureless growth – the present generation squanders resourc-
es needed by future generations.

«Many people are concerned that human development is
anti–growth. Nothing could be further from the truth», said chief
author Richard Jolly. «Human development and sustained, suc-
cessful economic growth go hand in hand.»

Both quantitative and qualitative indicators are needed to
monitor the impact of policies and programmes on social devel-
opment. The purpose of the policy reviews is to ensure that de-
velopment policies are not biased against low–income communi-
ties –and specifically women living in poverty– and to reorient
those policies as necessary towards reducing social inequalities
and meeting the basic needs of the population.

The 1996 HDR includes the «Capability Poverty Index» (CPI).
With a view to understanding the extent and the nature of poverty,
the authors go beyond income and take other elements into con-
sideration.

Since poverty is often so linked with human development, or
the lack of it, this year’s report takes a special look at poverty and
concludes that income poverty is only part of the picture. «Just
as human development encompasses aspects of life much broader
than income, so poverty should be seen as having many dimen-
sions», says the report. As a result, the report introduces a new,
multidimensional measure of human deprivation called the capa-
bility poverty measure (CPM). The CPM focuses on human capa-
bilities, just as the human development index does. Instead of
examining the average state of people’s capabilities, it reflects the
percentage of people who lack basic, or minimally essential hu-
man capabilities, which are ends in themselves and are needed to

lift one from income poverty and to sustain strong human devel-
opment.

The CPM reflects the proportion of children under five years
who are underweight, the proportion of births unattended by
trained health personnel and the rate of female illiteracy.

The CPM considers therefore the lack of three basic capa-
bilities.

The first is the lack of being well nourished and healthy, the
second is the lack of capability for healthy reproduction, and the
third is the lack of capability to be educated and knowledgeable.
The composite index emphasizes deprivation of women because,
says the report, «it is now well known that the deprivation of wom-
en adversely affects the human development of families and of
society.» Because investment in women pays off so well, low CPM
is also a sign of great economic inefficiency.

Comparing the new capability poverty measure with the in-
come poverty index, the report found that while 21 per cent of the
people in developing countries are below the income poverty line,
37 per cent face capability poverty. That is, 900 million people in
developing countries are income poor, but 1.6 billion are capabil-
ity poor. Nor does economic growth always help.

In all countries, «poverty cannot be eradicated merely by boost-
ing income. It will also take a broad expansion of basic human
capabilities and the productive use of those capabilities», warns
the Human Development Report 1996.
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FEMINIZATION OF POVERTY
There is a long–standing link between poverty and women, and it is thus important to underscore its specificity, with a view

to managing to surmount it. In a historical study on poverty in Africa which covers some one thousand years to date, Iliffe (Iliffe,
John, The African Poor. A History. Cambridge University Press. 1987) underscores the persistent presence of four groups
among the poor: orphaned children; the physically or mentally disabled; old people; and widows of any age, especially those with
dependent children. What do these four groups who repeatedly form a pattern unrelated to geographic location, ethnic or cultural
contexts, historical periods or religious differences have in common? The response seems to reflect two different situations:

a. A condition of dependence on other persons for at least part of their subsistence or the care they need to subsist.
b. The presence of obligations to others that compromise their capacity to obtain what they need for themselves. This second

option is valid in the case of widows with dependents, who must divide their time and energy between the care they must
provide and their efforts to earn a living, while not having another parent to share the burden.

The empirical discovery of the fact that women are exposed to poverty in ways men are not introduces some essential
elements of the concept of feminization of poverty. The African case suggests that there are reasons to believe that the factors
producing poverty among men and women are not the same, regardless of the social scenario. Men and women have different
roles and positions in society. The differing incidence of poverty among the two genders would seem to be an inevitable result of
this fact. But as Jeanine Anderson says (La Feminización de la Pobreza en América Latina. Diálogo Norte–Sur. Lima, 1994), «it
is necessary to empirically establish the degree of difference, from one context to another, as well as to analyze the
causes of poverty in each case, including the causes that affect both genders, the causes that primarily or exclusively
affect men, and those that primarily or exclusively affect women.»

The concept of feminization of poverty alludes precisely to the disproportionate representation of women among the poor, as
compared to men.

There are four basic elements of the concept of «feminization of poverty»:

1. a prevalence of women among the poor;
2. the not fortuitous gender–biased impact of the causes of poverty;
3. the recognition of a directional trend in which the disproportionate representation of women among the poor is increasing

progressively (in this sense, the feminization of poverty is a process, not simply the status of things at a particular time);
4. the degree of visibility of female poverty. To the extent that the unit for analysis in studies and research is the household, the

rules governing internal distribution within a domestic unit are not taken into account. This practice, which supposes fair
distribution within households, covers up possible differences between men and women, with the exception of a minority of
the cases in which they can be compared as single heads of households.

While poverty was not the main issue at the 4th Women’s Conference, it was given special attention. Equity between women
and men was analyzed as a Human Rights issue and as a condition for the existence of social justice. It is a prerequisite for
equity, development and peace, and to achieve political, social, cultural and environmental protection and security for all the
population.

The starting point of the 4th Conference was the finding that poverty has grown in absolute and relative terms, and that the
number of women living in poverty has been increasing. The application of a gender perspective to poverty programs and
policies is a critical element in the strategies to be implemented, and in likewise necessary is the empowerment process.

«In order to eradicate poverty and achieve sustainable development, women and men must participate fully and equally
in the formulation of macroeconomic and social policies and strategies for the eradication of poverty. The eradication of
poverty cannot be accomplished through anti–poverty programmes alone but will require democratic participation and
changes in economic structures in order to ensure access for all women to resources, opportunities and public services.
Poverty has various manifestations, including lack of income and productive resources sufficient to ensure a sustainable
livelihood; hunger and malnutrition; ill health; limited or lack of access to education and other basic services; increasing
morbidity and mortality from illness; homelessness and inadequate housing; unsafe environments; and social discrimina-
tion and exclusion. It is also characterized by lack of participation in decision–making and in civil, social and cultural life.
It occurs in all countries – as mass poverty in many developing countries and as pockets of poverty amidsts wealth in
developed countries.»



F R O M  T H E  S U M M I T  T O  T H E  G R A S S R O O T S

Countries that lack up–to–date statistical data
on key social indicators

u Indicates that no data are available on this indicator since 1990, or at least those are
not included in the tables published by the major international sources.

Countries that lack up–to–date statistical data
on key social indicators

THE INFORMATION POOR

Maternal
Mortality

Literacy
Rate

(adults)
Unemployment

Rate
Unequities in

income
Distribution

1993 1993 1993 1981–93
Afghanistan u u

Albania u u u

Angola u u u

Antigua and Barbuda u u u

Armenia u u

Australia u u

Austria u u

Azerbaiyan u u u

Bahamas u u

Bahrain u u

Bangladesh u

Barbados u u

Belarus u u

Belgium u u

Belize u u u

Benin u u

Bhutan u u

Botswana u

Brunei Darussalam u u

Bulgaria u u

Burkina Faso u u

Burundi u u

Cambodia u u u

Cameroon u u

Canada u u

Cape Verde u u u

Central African Rep. u u

Chad u u

Comoros u u

Congo u u

Cote d'Ivoire u

Cuba u u

Cyprus u u u

Czech Rep. u u u

Denmark u u

Djibouti u u

Dominica u u u

Dominican Rep. u

Ecuador u u

Egypt u u

El Salvador u u

Estonia u u u

Ethiopia u

Fiji u u

Finland u u

France u u

Gabon u u

Gambia u u

Georgia u u

Germany u u

Ghana u

Greece u u

Maternal
Mortality

Literacy
Rate

(adults)
Unemployment

Rate
Unequities in

income
Distribution

1993 1993 1993 1981–93
Grenada u u u u

Guatemala u

Guinea u u

Guinea Ecuatorial u u

Guinea-Bissau u

Guyana u u u

Haiti u u

Hungary u u u

Iceland u u

India u

Irak u u

Iran, Islamic Rep. of u u

Ireland u u

Israel u u u

Italy u u

Jamaica u

Japan u u

Jordan u

Kazakhstan u u u

Kenya u

Korea, Dem. Rep. of u u u

Kuwait u u

Kyrgyzstan u u

Lao, Peop. Dem. Rep. of u u

Latvia u u u

Latvia u

Lebanon u u

Lesotho u

Liberia u u

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya u u

Lithuania u u u

Luxembourg u u

Madagascar u u

Malawi u u

Malaysia u

Maldives u u u

Mali u u

Malta u u

Mauritania u

Mauritius u u

Moldova, Rep. of u u

Mongolia u u

Mozambique u u

Myanmar u u

Namibia u u u

Nepal u

Netherlands u u

New Zealand u

Nicaragua u

Niger u u

Nigeria u

Norway u u
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Countries that lack up–to–date statistical data
on key social indicators

u Indicates that no data are available on this indicator since 1990, or at least those are
not included in the tables published by the major international sources.

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND
CULTURAL RIGHTS
The «Benchmark Document» signed by hundreds of NGOs
during the preparation of the Social Summit critized the draft
declaration because «within it “poor” people are still seen
merely as victims. We feel it is regretable that persons liv-
ing in poverty are viewed as people in need of aid, instead
of as citizens universally entitled to development civil, polit-
ical, economic, social and cultural rights».
While this view still prevailed in many sections of the Copen-
hagen and Beijing Declarations, both conferences recog-
nized the importance of the International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights, urged States to ratify it
and emphasized «the important role of the Committee on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in monitoring (cer-
tain) aspects of the Declaration and Programme of Action».
The Covenant that enshrined the so called ESC rights en-
tered into force in 1976 and has been ratified by 129 coun-
tries (December 1994), i.e., by more countries than most
other human rights conventions.
By ratifying the Covenant governments commit themselves,
inter alia, to progressively achieve the full realization of
the rights recognized in the covenant, such as food, cloth-
ing, housing, health care, education, and the right to work
and join unions «...to the maximum to available resourc-
es». This does not necessarily mean that the government
as such always provides these goods (which corresponds
to the governmental «obligation to fulfill»), but it does imply
that it creates a climate in which people are able to pro-
vide for these resources, (which corresponds to the gov-
ernmental «obligation to respect») in freedom and in keep-
ing with their capabilities, without interference by third
parties (which corresponds to the governmental «obliga-
tion to protect»).
Contrary to conference declarations, the Covenant is a bind-
ing document, which overrules national law when a coun-
try ratifies it. This is often overlooked. ESC rights are not
just arbitrary policy objectives that may be pursued at will.
They impose obligations on such governments. The Com-
mittee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which
monitors States’ compliance with the Covenant would
seem to be capable of immediate application by judicial
and other organs in many legal systems. Some of these
rights are directly enforceable, e.g.: article 3 (equal rights
of men and women), article 7 (equal remuneration for work
of equal value), article 8 (trade union rights), article 10
(protecting children from economic and social exploita-
tion).
Social Watch will work together with Human Rights NGOs
and other interested groups towards promoting effective
ESC rights enforcement and to set up a collective and/or
individual complaint procedure within the ESC–committee.

Maternal
Mortality

Literacy
Rate

(adults)
Unemployment

Rate
Unequities in

income
Distribution

1993 1993 1993 1981–93
Oman u u

Papua New Guinea u u

Paraguay u u

Peru u

Poland u u u

Portugal u u

Qatar u u u

Romania u

Russian u u u

Rwanda u

Saint Vicent and Grenada u u u

Samoa u u u

San Cristobal and Nevis u u u

Santa Lucia u u u

Sao Tome and Principe u u u u

Saudi Arabia u u

Senegal u

Seychelles u u u

Sierra Leone u u

Slovakia u u u

Solomon Is. u u u

Somalia u u

South Africa u

Spain u u

Sudan u u

Surinamee u u

Swaziland u u

Sweden u u

Switzerland u u

Syrian Arab, Rep. u u

Tajikistán u u u u

Tanzania, U. Rep. of u

Tayikistán u u

Thailand u

Togo u u

Trinidad and Tobago u u

Turkey u u

Turkmenistan u u u u

Uganda u

Ukraine u u u u

United Arab Emirates u u u

United Kingdom u u

Uruguay u

USA u u

Uzbekistan u u u u

Vanuatu u u u

Venezuela u

Vietnam u

Yemen u u u

Zaire u u

Zambia u

Zimbabwe u
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5 Convention of the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women,
1979.

6 Convention on the Political Rights of Women, 1979.
7 Convention Relating to the Status of Refuges, 1954.

1 Internat. Covenant on Economics, Social  and Cultural Rights, 1966.
2 Internat. Covenant on on Civil and Political Rights, 1966.
3 Internat.. Covenant on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, 1969.
4 Convention of the Rights, 1989.

u Ratified.
l Declaration Recognizing the competence of the Human Committee under article 41

of the International Covenant on Civil Unpolitical Rights.
r Declaration Recognizing the competence of the Committee on the Elimination of Ra-

cial Discrimination under article 14 of the International Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Ratial Discrimination.

¦ Signature not yet followed by ratification.

v Ratification, accesorien, approval, notification or succession , acceptance or final
signature only by former Republic of Yemen.

Source: UNDP, Human Development Report, 1996, based on UN Center for Human
Rights, 1995.
U.N. Human Rights International Instruments Chart of Ratificacions as at
31/12/95.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

SIGNATURE AND RATIFICATION OF KEY INTERNATIONAL AGREEMENTS

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Afghanistan u u u u ¦ u

Albania u u u u u u u

Algeria u l r u u

Andorra u

Angola u u u u u u

Antigua and Barbuda u u u

Argentina u l u u u u u

Armenia u u u u u u

Australia u l r u u u u

Austria u l u u u u u

Azerbaiyan u u u u u

Bahamas u u u u

Bahrain u u

Bangladesh u u u

Barbados u u u u u u

Belarus u l u u u u

Belgium u l u u u u u

Belize u u u

Benin u u ¦ u u u

Bhutan ¦ u u

Bolivia u u u u u u u

Bosnia-Herzegovina u l u u u u u

Botswana u u u

Brazil u u u u u u

Brunei Darussalam u

Bulgaria u l r u u u u

Burkina Faso u u u u

Burundi u u u u u u u

Cambodia u u u u u u

Cameroon u u u u u u

Canada u l u u u u u

Cape Verde u u u u u

Central African Rep. u u u u u u u

Chad u u u u u u

Chile u l r u u u u

China u u u u

Colombia u u u u u u u

Comoros u u

Congo u l u u u u u

Costa Rica u u r u u u u

Cote d'Ivoire u u u u u u

Croatia u l u u u u u

Cuba u u u

Cyprus u u r u u u u

Czech Rep. u l u u u u u

Denmark u l r u u u u

Djibouti u u

Dominica u u u u u

Dominican Rep. u u u u u u u

Ecuador u l r u u u u

Egypt u u u u u u u

El Salvador u u u u u ¦ u

Eritrea u u

Eslovenia u l u u u u u

Estonia u u u u u

Ethiopia u u u u u u u

Fiji u u u u

Finland u l r u u u u

France u u r u u u u

Gabon u u u u u u u

Gambia u l u u u u

Georgia u u u u

Germany u l u u u u u

Ghana u u u u

Granada u u ¦ u u

Greece u u u u u u

Guatemala u u u u u u u

Guinea u u u u u u u

Guinea Ecuatorial u u u u u

Guinea-Bissau u u u u

Guyana u l u u u

Haiti u u u u u u

Honduras u ¦ u u u

Hungary u l r u u u u

Iceland u l r u u u u

India u u u u u u

Indonesia u u

Irak u u u u u

Iran, Islamic Rep. of u u u u u

Ireland u l ¦ u u u u

Islas Marshall u

Israel u u u u u u u

Italy u l r u u u u

Jamaica u u u u u u u

Japan u u u u u u u

Jordan u u u u u u

Kazakhstan u

Kenya u u u u u

Kiribati u

Korea, Dem. Rep. of u l u u u u u

Korea, Rep. of u u u

Kuwait u u u

Kyrgyzstan u u u

Lao, Peop. Dem.
Rep. u u u

Latvia u u u u u u

Lebanon u u u u
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1 2 3 4 5 6 71 2 3 4 5 6 7
Lesotho u u u u u u u

Liberia ¦ ¦ u u u u

Libyan Arab
Jamahir. u u u u

Liechtenstein u u u

Lithuania u u u u

Luxembourg u l u u u u

Macedonia u u u u u

Madagascar u u u u u u u

Malawi u u u u u u

Malaysia u u

Maldives u u u

Mali u u u u u u u

Malta u l u u u u u

Mauritania u u u

Mauritius u u u u u u

Mexico u u u u u u

Moldova, Rep. of u u u u u u

Monaco u u u

Mongolia u u u u u u

Morocco u u u u u u u

Mozambique u u u u

Myanmar u

Namibia u u u u u

Nauru u

Nepal u u u u u u

Netherlands u l r u u u u

New Zealand u l u u u u u

Nicaragua u u u u u u u

Niger u u u u u u

Nigeria u u u u u u u

Norway u l r u u u

Omán
Pakistan u u

Palau
Panama u u u u u u

Papua New Guinea u u u u

Paraguay u u u u u u

Peru u l r u u u u

Philippines u l u u u u u

Poland u l u u u u u

Portugal u u u u u

Qatar u u

Romania u u u u u u u

Russian u l r u u u u

Rwanda u u u u u u

Saint Vicent u u u u u u

Samoa u u u

San Cristobal &
Nevis u u

San Marino u u u

Santa Lucia u u u

Santa Sede u u u

Sao Tome &
Principe ¦ ¦ u ¦ u

Saudi Arabia
Senegal u l r u u u u

Seychelles u u u u u u

Sierra Leone u u u u

Singapore u u u

Slovakia u u r u u u u

Solomon Is. u u u u

Somalia u u u u

South Africa ¦ ¦ ¦ u u

Spain u l u u u u u

Sri Lanka u l u u u

Sudan u u u u u

Suriname u u u u u u

Swaziland u u

Sweden u l r u u u u

Switzerland u l u ¦ ¦ u

Syrian Arab, Rep. u u u u

Tajikistán u u u u

Tanzania, U. Rep. of u u u u u u u

Thailand u u

Togo u u u u u u

Tonga u

Trinidad and Tobago u u u u u u

Tunisia u l u u u u u

Turkey ¦ u u u

Turkmenistan u u

Tuvalu u

Uganda u l r u u u u

Ukraine u l r u u

United Arab Emirates u

United Kingdom u l u u u u u

Uruguay u u r u u ¦ u

USA ¦ l u ¦ ¦

Uzbekistan u u u u u

Vanuatu u u

Venezuela u u u u u u

Vietnam u u u u u

Yemen u u u u u u v

Yugoslavia u u u u u u u

Zaire u u u u u u u

Zambia u u u u u u u

5 Convention of the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women,
1979.

6 Convention on the Political Rights of Women, 1979.
7 Convention Relating to the Status of Refuges, 1954.

1 Internat. Covenant on Economics, Social  and Cultural Rights, 1966.
2 Internat. Covenant on on Civil and Political Rights, 1966.
3 Internat.. Covenant on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, 1969.
4 Convention of the Rights, 1989.

u Ratified.
l Declaration Recognizing the competence of the Human Committee under article 41

of the International Covenant on Civil Unpolitical Rights.
r Declaration Recognizing the competence of the Committee on the Elimination of Ra-

cial Discrimination under article 14 of the International Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Ratial Discrimination.

¦ Signature not yet followed by ratification.

v Ratification, accesorien, approval, notification or succession , acceptance or final
signature only by former Republic of Yemen.

Source: UNDP, Human Development Report, 1996, based on UN Center for Human
Rights, 1995.
U.N. Human Rights International Instruments Chart of Ratificacions as at
31/12/95.
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SIGNATURE AND RATIFICATION OF ILO CONVENTIONS

87: Right to Trade Unionization. 98: Right to Collective Bargai. 29: Forced Labour.
111: Employment and Occupation. 100: Equal Pay. 122: Employment Policy.

Union
freedom 29

Discrimination
87 98 111 100 122

Algeria u u u u u u

Australia u u u u u u

Austria u u u u u u

Azerbaiyan u u u u u u

Belarus u u u u u u

Belgium u u u u u u

Bosnia Herzeg. u u u u u u

Cameroon u u u u u u

Costa Rica u u u u u u

Cuba u u u u u u

Czech Rep. u u u u u u

Denmark u u u u u u

Ecuador u u u u u u

Eslovenia u u u u u u

Finland u u u u u u

France u u u u u u

Germany u u u u u u

Greece u u u u u u

Guatemala u u u u u u

Guinea u u u u u u

Honduras u u u u u u

Hungary u u u u u u

Israel u u u u u u

Italy u u u u u u

Jamaica u u u u u u

Kyrgystan u u u u u u

Netherlands u u u u u u

Nicaragua u u u u u u

Norway u u u u u u

Panama u u u u u u

Paraguay u u u u u u

Peru u u u u u u

Poland u u u u u u

Portugal u u u u u u

Romania u u u u u u

Russian u u u u u u

Rwanda u u u u u u

Senegal u u u u u u

Slovakia u u u u u u

Spain u u u u u u

Sweden u u u u u u

Tajikistan u u u u u u

Tunisia u u u u u u

Ukraine u u u u u u

Uruguay u u u u u u

Venezuela u u u u u u

Yemen u u u u u u

Yugoeslavia u u u u u u

Argentina u u u u u

Union
freedom 29

Discrimination
87 98 111 100 122

Benin u u u u u

Bolivia u u u u u

Brazil u u u u u

Bulgaria u u u u u

Central Afric.
Rep. u u u u u

Chad u u u u u

Colombia u u u u u

Cote d'Ivoir u u u u u

Croatia u u u u u

Dominican Rep. u u u u u

Egypt u u u u u

Gabon u u u u u

Ghana u u u u u

Haiti u u u u u

Irak u u u u u

Ireland u u u u u

Japan u u u u u

Jordan u u u u u

Latvia u u u u u

Lebanon u u u u u

Lithuania u u u u u

Madagascar u u u u u

Mali u u u u u

Mongolia u u u u u

Morocco u u u u u

Niger u u u u u

Sierra Leone u u u u u

Sudan u u u u u

Turkey u u u u u

United Kingdom u u u u u

Albania u u u u

Angola u u u u

Bangladesh u u u u

Burkina Faso u u u u

Burundi u u u u

Canada u u u u

Chile u u u u

Iran, Islam. Rep.
of u u u u

Liberia u u u u

Malawi u u u u

Mauritania u u u u

Mexico u u u u

New Zealand u u u u

Nigeria u u u u

Pakistan u u u u

Philippines u u u u

Sri Lanka u u u u

Switzerland u u u u

Union
freedom 29

Discrimination
87 98 111 100 122

Trinidad &
Tobago u u u u

Zambia u u u u

Afghanistan u u u

Armenia u u u

Ethiopia u u u

India u u u

Indonesia u u u

Kuwait u u u

Lesotho u u u

Papua New
Guinea u u u

Saudi Arabia u u u

Tanzania, U. Rep. u u u

Uganda u u u

Zaire u u u

Cambodia u u

Congo u u

El Salvador u u

Estonia u u

Kenya u u

Malaysia u u

Mauritius u u

Mozambique u u

Myanmar u u

Namibia u u

Nepal u u

Singapore u u

Somalia u u

China u

Lao, P. Dem. Rep. u

Thailand u

United Arab Em. u

Uzbekistan u

Zimbabwe u

Bhutan
Botswana
Eritrea
Georgia
Hong Kong
Kazakhstan
Korea, Dem.Rep.
of
Korea, Rep. of
Macedonia
Moldova, Rep. of
Oman
South Africa
Turkmekistan
USA
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HOW THE PIE IS SLICED

Source: UNDP. Human Development Report, 1996 (partial).

% of Income or Consuption

20%
lowest

20%
highest

40%
lowest

Ratio
20% Richest
20% Poorest

Algeria 6.9 46.5 17.9 6.7
Australia 4.4 42.2 15.5 9.6
Bangladesh 9.5 38.6 22.9 4.1
Belgium 7.9 36.0 21.6 4.6
Bolivia 5.6 48.2 15.3 8.6
Botswana 3.6 58.9 10.5 16.4
Brazil 2.1 67.5 7.0 32.1
Bulgaria 8.4 39.3 21.4 4.7
Canada 5.7 40.2 17.5 7.1
Chile 3.3 60.4 10.2 18.3
China 6.4 41.8 17.4 6.5
Colombia 3.6 55.8 11.2 15.5
Costa Rica 4.0 50.8 13.1 12.7
Cote d'Ivoire 6.8 44.1 19.2 6.5
Denmark 5.4 38.6 17.4 7.1
Dominican Rep. 4.2 55.6 12.1 13.2
Ethiopia 8.6 41.3 21.3 4.8
Finland 6.3 37.6 18.4 6.0
France 5.6 41.9 17.4 7.5
Germany 7.0 40.3 18.8 5.8
Ghana 7.0 44.0 18.3 6.3
Guatemala 2.1 63.0 7.9 30.0
Guinea-Bissau 2.1 58.9 8.6 28.0
Honduras 2.7 63.5 8.7 23.5
Hong Kong 5.4 47.0 16.2 8.7
Hungary 10.9 34.4 25.7 3.2
India 8.8 41.3 21.3 4.7
Indonesia 8.7 42.3 20.8 4.9
Israel 6.0 39.6 18.1 6.6
Italy 6.8 41.0 18.8 6.0
Jamaica 6.0 48.4 15.9 8.1
Japan 8.7 37.5 21.9 4.3
Jordan 6.5 47.7 16.8 7.3
Kenya 3.4 61.8 10.1 18.2
Korea, Rep. of 7.4 42.2 19.7 5.7
Kyrgystan 2.5 57.0 9.6 22.8

% of Income or Consuption

20%
lowest

20%
highest

40%
lowest

Ratio
20% Richest
20% Poorest

Lesotho 2.9 60.0 9.3 20.7
Malaysia 4.6 53.7 12.9 11.7
Mauritania 3.5 46.3 14.2 13.2
Mexico 4.1 55.9 11.9 13.6
Morocco 6.6 46.3 17.1 7.0
Nepal 9.1 39.5 22.0 4.3
Netherlands 8.2 36.9 21.3 4.5
New Zealand 5.1 44.7 15.9 8.8
Nicaragua 4.2 55.3 12.2 13.2
Nigeria 5.1 49.0 15.2 9.6
Norway 6.2 36.7 19.0 5.9
Pakistan 8.4 39.7 21.3 4.7
Panama 2.0 59.8 8.3 29.9
Peru 4.9 51.4 14.1 10.5
Philippines 6.5 47.8 16.6 7.4
Poland 9.2 36.1 23.0 3.9
Russian 4.2 48.0 14.0 11.4
Rwanda 9.7 38.9 22.8 4.0
Senegal 3.5 58.6 10.5 16.7
Singapore 5.1 48.9 15.0 9.6
South Africa 3.3 63.3 9.1 19.2
Spain 8.3 36.6 22.0 4.4
Sri Lanka 8.9 39.3 22.0 4.4
Sweden 8.0 36.9 21.2 4.6
Switzerland 5.2 44.6 16.9 8.6
Tanzania, U. Rep. of 2.4 62.7 8.1 26.1
Thailand 6.1 50.7 15.5 8.3
Tunisia 5.9 46.3 16.3 7.8
Uganda 8.5 41.9 20.6 4.9
United Kingdom 4.6 44.3 14.6 9.6
USA 4.7 41.9 15.7 8.9
Venezuela 4.8 49.5 14.3 10.3
Vietnam 7.8 44.0 19.2 5.6
Zambia 5.6 49.7 15.2 8.9
Zimbabwe 4.0 62.3 10.3 15.6


