
Dear Minister/Leader

I’m a blessed person. I’ve never had debt that, with time and effort, I

couldn’t eventually pay. Plenty in Britain aren’t as blessed as me, and

national newspapers make front page news out of the amount owed to

credit card and mortgage companies. But the big debt story and scandal is

what this issue of MC is about, debt that enslaves millions in dozens of

nations, debt that causes babies to die and people to do without medicine

or education or homes. It’s the debt the poorest nations owe the rich. It’s

what they owe our governments, our banks, our financial institutions.

Inside most people (I hope) is a streak of righteousness. Debts ought to be

paid. But like many principles, that holds true unless countered by a

greater principle. The ‘debts ought to be paid’ principle is challenged by

two others. First, challenged by compassion for poor, innocent people

destroyed by having to pay the price for debts they did not choose. Second,

challenged by the folly of pursuing repayments that can never be made.

The cost of forgiving debts to people like us, citizens of wealthy countries, is

far less than the cost of pursuing them borne by people with contaminated

water, little food, limited education and short life expectancy. We don’t

need the repayments; they do need to live.

Of course debt forgiveness shouldn’t allow a dictator to build palaces or

equip an army. Of course debts that nations reasonably can afford to repay

should be repaid. But the good and great have worked out systems and

safeguards to take account of these.

The guilt for debt isn’t necessarily that of the indebted. The guilt may

belong to those who impose an economic system that

forces billions into poverty and then lends them survival

money which enslaves them for ever. That’s part of what’s

happened. And we who are sure of God’s forgiveness of our

immense personal debt of sin must be first to champion

the release of far smaller debt burdens owed to us.

Yours sincerely
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Money is the most egalitarian
force in society. It confers
power on whoever holds it.
Roger Starr  

The price we have to pay for
money is paid in liberty.
Robert Louis Stephenson

A reputation for good
judgment, for fair dealing, for
truth, and for rectitude, is
itself a fortune.
Henry Ward Beecher (1813-
87), American clergyman
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“Consecrate the fiftieth year and
proclaim liberty throughout the
land to all its inhabitants. It
shall be a jubilee for you.
Leviticus 25: 10

Paying the price: poor

healthcare is just one of the

consequences of national debt



The problem

During the 1970s many poor

countries borrowed money to

cover the cost of rising oil prices. The

advent of the debt crisis came in the

early 1980s, when the cost of

repaying these debts had risen and

export prices were collapsing. As

there is no bankruptcy protection

available for countries, the world’s

poorest nations became saddled with

debts that they had no way of

repaying. 

Foreign aid in the form of low-

interest loans from the World Bank

and IMF have also left countries

burdened with huge debts,

consuming far more money in

interest each year than their budgets

for health and education.  A large

amount of foreign aid is still given in

this way.

The cost to society
The World Bank and IMF launched

the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries

(HIPC) initiative in 1996 as an

attempt by creditors to deal

collectively with the debts of the

poorest countries. To qualify for the

HIPC initiative, countries must

implement a ‘structural adjustment

programme’ (SAP) aimed at

balancing its budgets, cutting

inflation and stabilising its currency.

These SAPs are making governments

more accountable to creditors than to

their own people. Money released

through the HIPC initiative should be

used for poverty eradication, social

development and the strengthening

of democracy, but this is often not

the case.

The human cost
The implementation of SAPs has

meant that many developing

countries have had to slash spending

on food, education and healthcare.

Continuing debt payments also

means that little money is spent on

these vital areas.

Even after debt relief under the

HIPC initiative, debt service in Mali

was $88m in 2000. This is greater

than the level of government

spending on health in a country

where one in four children do not

live to five years old, and where per

capita spending on health is a mere

$5 compared to the World Bank’s

recommended level for basic health

care of $12.

(Main Sources: Jubilee Research,

Christian Aid, American Legion

Magazine Nov 2002)
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The cost of debt 

in this country after the HIPC
initiative still remains more than
spending on health and education in
1998 combined, despite the fact that
the HIV/Aids crisis is expected to
cause the life expectancy to fall from
43 to 33.

Profile 
Hadiya is eight years old and lives
in a small village in Zambia with her
12-year-old sister Shani and three
younger brothers. Hadiya’s parents
both died from Aids two years ago,
and the children now live alone
desperately trying to care for
themselves. Hadiya and her brothers
and sister, like half a million other
children in Zambia, do not go to
school. Hadiya stays at home
looking after her brothers and the
household, while Shani goes to
work in the fields to provide for the
family. Hadiya and her family have
little hope for the future, living in a
country struggling with debt.

The story of Hadiya is not
uncommon in Zambia. Debt service

The IMF is controlled by the voting

power of its members. Forty-eight per

cent of the votes are controlled by the

G8 countries, while the 41 Heavily

Indebted Poor Countries (HIPCs)

control only three per cent. If the

proportion of votes were allocated

according to population rather than

financial contribution to the IMF, the

G8 would have 14 per cent and the

HIPCs would have ten per cent.

The $750 million spent on the
Okinawa G7 summit could have
written off the entire debts of
Ethiopia and the Gambia.

In the 52 Jubilee 2000 countries, a

total population of 1,037 million

people shoulder a debt burden of

£286 billion. This is less than the total

net worth of the world’s 21 richest

individuals.

Spread over 20 years, the cost of
cancelling the debts of the 52
Jubilee 2000 countries is only one
penny a day for each person in the
industrialised world.

Every day in 1999, $128 million was

transferred from the poorest countries

to the richest in debt repayments. 

In 1999, for every £1 in grant aid
to developing countries, more than
£13 came back in debt
repayments.

The annual revenue of Motorola

(telecommunications company) is

almost equal to the annual income

of Nigeria, Africa’s second largest

economy, almost the size of Europe

and with a population of 118

million people.

The cost of providing basic
healthcare and nutrition for all
would be less than is spent in
Europe and the US on pet food. 

According to the UN Human

Development Report 1997, if debt

had been cancelled in 1997 for 20 of

the poorest countries, the money

released for basic healthcare could

have saved the lives of about 21

million children by the year 2000, the

equivalent of 19,000 children a day. 

(Main source: Jubilee Research)

Facts and statistics
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C ore to recent interest in debt

relief was the Millennium Jubilee

Campaign. The principle of jubilee is

biblical. Lev 25 commanded that

after seven sabbaths of years, the

next year (50th) was a jubilee for

restoring property (and even people)

to original owners. That chapter has

several key ideas:

1 The underlying principle that the

land is God’s. Others have use but he

owns it (25: 23). Rights to this world’s

wealth are relative.

2 The fair balance of land

distribution will drift from the ideal

even through legitimate

social/commercial processes.

3 Steps should be taken to restore the

balance so that none starve or live

permanently powerless. Injustice

should not be accepted.

4 People who know they’ve been set

free from slavery should not enslave

each other (25: 42).

No-one should be left in long-term

debt, and God promises blessing to

those who are generous even when

it’s not in their own economic interest
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cope with the drought is greatly

reduced by its continuing foreign

debt, which consumes at least ten per

cent of the state’s revenues. The

government could have done more to

stop the famine if they had been able

to afford to improve the country’s

water storage and irrigation system. 

(Main sources: BBC News, Guardian

Unlimited, Jubilee Research)

The Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles

Zenawi has warned that his country

faces a famine more devastating than

that of 1984 which claimed the lives

of almost one million people.

Ethiopia, the world’s poorest country,

has been gripped by drought for

three consecutive years, at the same

time as income from coffee exports

has plummeted. Ethiopia’s ability to

Bible reflection

A barren land: the effect of drought

Drop the debt: campaigning on the streets of

Genoa

Focus on Ethiopia – the effects of debt and famine

BMS involvement in
the Jubilee campaign 

BMS World Mission was one of the
first organisations to sign up for
the Jubilee 2000 UK debt
campaign. Three organisations in
the UK are now successors to this
campaign: Jubilee Research, Jubilee
Debt Campaign and Jubilee
Scotland. BMS continues to
financially support Jubilee Debt
Campaign as a registered member,
because of our empathy with what
the campaign seeks to achieve. 

The way forward?
The United Nations’ Millennium

Development Goals (MDGs) aim to

deal comprehensively with the debt

problem. Yet many NGOs, including

Jubilee Research, argue that if these

MDGs are to be met by poor

countries they will need total debt

cancellation and a significant increase

in aid. 

The ‘Jubilee Framework’, proposed

by Jubilee Research, is a way of

providing debt relief, strengthening

democracy and tackling corruption. It

aims to ensure that the human rights

and dignity of the indebted countries

are protected, as well as the rights of

the creditors. The Framework would

allow a country to declare itself

bankrupt whilst protecting

democracy and ensuring basic

services are continued. 

It is vital that money released

through debt relief is managed

responsibly by the governments in

the developing countries to ensure

that social development and poverty

eradication are dealt with. 

(Main sources: www.un.org, Jubilee

Research, Christian Aid.)

(Deut 15: 1-11). The poor matter, and

it’s the responsibility of the rich to

care for them (Ex 23: 10-11).

That last point plus especially the

fourth listed from Lev 25 are crucial

to Christian attitudes. As children of

God we must be as open-handed to

others as he has been to us:

• Showing mercy matching the mercy

we hope to get from God (Matt 5: 7)

• Allowing others to take advantage

of us (Matt 5: 39-42)

• As people forgiven much, even

when we didn’t deserve it (Rom 5: 8),

forgiving the wrongs of others against

us (Matt 6: 12; 18: 21-35).

If one of your countrymen becomes
poor and is unable to support
himself among you, help him as
you would an alien or a temporary
resident, so he can continue to live
among you. Do not take interest of
any kind from him, but fear your
God, so that your countryman may
continue to live among you. You
must not lend him money at
interest or sell him food at a profit.
Leviticus 25: 35-37



G8
The heads of

state or

governments of

the major

industrial democracies which

meet annually to deal with the

major economic and political

issues facing their domestic

societies and the international

community as a whole. Member

countries are France, the US,

Great Britain, Germany, Japan,

Italy, Russia and the European

Community.

WORLD BANK  
The World Bank is an

International Financial Institution

comprises of five agencies which

makes loans or guarantees credit

to its 177 member countries. The

Bank finances projects such as

roads and power plants, and also

makes loans to

restructure a

country’s

economic system

by funding

structural

adjustment

programmes

(SAPs).
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IMF 
The International Monetary

Fund. An International Financial

Institution which supplies loans

to member states to help them

overcome short-term balance of

payments difficulties. Such

money is made available to

countries after they have agreed

to implement SAPs.

Definitions 
UN MILLENNIUM
DEVELOPMENT GOALS
(MDGs) 
Developed in 2000 in a United

Nations Resolution as a

commitment to freeing the

people of the developing world

from the abject

and

dehumanising

conditions of

extreme poverty.

They include

halving world

poverty, ensuring

universal access

to primary

education and

reducing child

mortality.  

www.jubileeplus.org
One of the successors to Jubilee
2000, this site contains world
news, statistics, research and
articles about the debt crisis.

www.imf.org
Official website of the International
Monetary Fund containing
statistics, news and country
information.

www.un.org
Official website of the United
Nations. More information about
the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) and their implementation
can be found at
www.un.org/millenniumgoals. 

www.debtchannel.org
A OneWorld themed portal which
brings together organisations and
audiences concerned by the
current debate around the debt
issue. Contains useful information,
world news and discussions.

www.worldbank.org
Official website of the World Bank,
containing information about the
World Bank group, country data,
statistics, news and discussions.

www.news.bbc.co.uk
Official website of BBC news,
containing up-to-date reports
about countries in the developing
world.

www.christianaid.org.uk
Contains news, reports and articles
about the debt issue from a
Christian perspective.

www.jubileedebtcampaign.org.uk
A coalition of regional and local
groups and national organisations
supporting the continuation of the
Jubilee 2000 debt campaign in the
UK.

Useful websites

Pray for: 

• Greater debt cancellation to ensure that the UN Millennium Development
Goals are met and the UN Millennium Declaration to ‘free the entire
human race from want’ is achieved.

• The governments of the developing world to responsibly manage the
money from debt relief and ensure that issues of poverty and social
development are addressed.

• The implementation of a framework which will provide a fair resolution
of the debt crisis for both debtors and creditors.

• Ethiopia, suffering the worst famine in 20 years compounded by the
country’s unpayable debts and collapse of income.

The daily struggle

for survival


