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ATD = Aide à Toute Détresse or All Together for Dignity

Founded in 1957 by Fr. Joseph Wresinski a man born into poverty himself, the organization began in an emergency housing camp on the outskirts of Paris by replacing soup kitchens with libraries, dependency by dignity.

ATD Fourth World is not affiliated with any political party or religion. The ideal that unites its members is that of ensuring that every person’s human dignity is respected in equal measure. ATD Fourth World’s financial resources come mostly from private sources and partly from public funding, both governmental and intergovernmental. ATD Fourth World’s greatest resource is the time and creativity donated by its members.

Today, ATD Fourth World’s Volunteers Corps runs projects in 26 countries in the 5 continents. It has correspondents in more than 100 countries through the “Permanent Forum on Extreme Poverty in the World”, which is a network for sharing experiences about fighting poverty.

Human Rights: A Starting Point for Poverty Eradication

Link between human rights and poverty

Once I had read the objectives of the group, I could hardly refuse to contribute to this meeting when Susan invited me. Because the link between human rights and poverty has been a main topic in our organization for many years already and still is.

When Joseph Wresinski, founder of ATD Fourth World, made an intervention at the Commission on HR in Geneva in the year 1987, many members of the commission were struck by the link he made between poverty and HR. Some of them decided to deepen the reflection. In 1992, the Commission requested the Sub-Commission to undertake a study on the question. In 1996, Mr. Leandro Despouy, special rapporteur, presented the Commission with the final report on Human Rights and Extreme Poverty. That was the first study on extreme poverty undertaken by the United Nations from the viewpoint of human rights. ATD Fourth World has contributed a great deal to achieve the report.

One of the reasons why members of the Commission were moved by Joseph Wresinski intervention in 1987, - I think - is because he was talking about a reality, about the life of families he knew well, in a very personal way, having shared their situation for many years; he was speaking of the life of people in extremely difficult situation. They had made him aware of the interdependence of the rights and of their indivisibility.

Since then, it has become more and more common to relate poverty and HR. The poor themselves organize demonstrations to require their rights. The indivisibility and interdependence of the HR are today also widely recognized.

Talking about the poor populations around the world and knowing them

After having rapidly read through the draft guidelines of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights that we received on internet with the agenda of this meeting I thought… well, everything has been said now and well written; so what else could I add?

Then it came to my mind that when Susan called me to decide on a title for my intervention today, she suggested “HR: starting point for poverty reduction.” I spontaneously reacted saying not reduction, but eradication. 

I will try to explain now why I think it’s so important to talk of eradication and not reduction or alleviation of poverty. Writing and agreeing about the link between poverty and human rights does not yet mean we agree on the people we are talking about, nor does it give the key to implement new ways of dealing with extreme situations. Everybody knows that very well, but I still would like to give an example.

In March last year, at the International Conference on Financing for Development that took place in Monterrey, Mexico – where the primary goals of many world leaders were to address issues of globalization, poverty alleviation and sustainable development –a three meter high wall was built to separate the influential conference participants from a large shantytown that lies on the opposite side of a dried-up river facing the conference center. Ironically, it was at this conference that a key speaker spoke of an imaginary wall that separates the rich from the poor, claiming that “there is no wall. There are not two worlds, there is only one. Here at Monterrey we must rid ourselves of that wall once and for all.”

I had witnessed something very similar here in Bangkok about 10 years ago, when the World Bank and the IMF had a meeting at the Queen’s Sirikit Convention Center just after its opening. The whole population of a nearby slum had been relocated in the suburb a few weeks before. And just opposite the Center a corrugated iron wall was put to hide another slum community. In solidarity with the families, some NGOs organized for the children to paint colorful drawings on the wall (I think it can still be seen today).

This kind of situation reminds me of what our founder used to say about the populations living in extreme poverty: “they are a people deprived on the right to inhabit the earth”. Traveling in different parts of the world, everywhere he found the same denial of the right of the poorest to inhabit the earth and to exist in the eyes of others: homeless families in major North American cities who had their identity as a family wiped out by being crowded together in welfare hotels, mothers and children on one side, and fathers on the other. Families in Latin America who had fled the countryside to cling to the edge of a ravine near the capital. In some cases, births and deaths were not even recorded, since people should not dwell in these places where no residence was allowed. When tropical rains swept a shack into the abyss, the children in it would have lived and died without ever having existed officially. No one ever heard of what had become the poorest inhabitants of sub-Saharan villages hit by river blindness. Disabled for life, they were temporarily forced into exile with their neighbors onto more arid land, which could not provide enough to feed them. 

Not many of us really know about the life of these children here in Asia who earn their own living, beg or steal their subsistence or sometimes that of their entire family. Neither do we know enough about the daily life of the very poor families living in slums, shanty towns, under a bridge, on market places, on car parks, in a cemetery... Do we hear about their courage, their efforts, about their aspirations, the dreams they have for their children’s future?

Let me read you part of a recent testimony of a Filipino couple we have known for a few years now and who lives in Manila, under a bridge with their children:

I am Leonardo Gaston and my wife is Bessie Rodelas Gaston. We have 8 children, 6 girls and 2 boys. Five are with us today while the three others are in the province of Roxas in the care of my mother and siblings. My family lives under the bridge of Quirino Avenue. In our place, houses are very small and stuck to each other. Sometimes, we can hardly breathe and the children cannot play because there is not enough space. Despite of all these difficulties, our neighborhood has a strong unity and concern for each other.

Before we got married, my wife worked as a household helper while I was an employee in a small company. Our struggle against poverty started when our house in Pandacan was demolished in 1995. As we were in the province when it happened, we were not able to get the relocation. When we came back we realized that we had lost our house. I also lost my job. Since then and until now I drive a pedicab to earn a living. Because of my meager income I cannot afford to rent a real house for my family. Under the bridge, I am renting a small space for 150 pesos a month. This is all I can afford. I also scavenge during the night to add to my daily income.

At the end of the year 2000, there was the implementation of the anti-littering law in Manila. I was scavenging one evening along the road when the policemen apprehended me and put me in jail. They said that I was littering the garbage. I stayed in jail for three weeks and during this time, my wife and my children begged along the road to get money for their food and to visit me. Thanks to the help of a neighbor and a lawyer who gave his service for free, I was able to get out of the prison.

For all of us who are living a very hard life with almost nothing but a bad shelter in a very poor area, our family is the only wealth we have. It is so important for us to be together in our family, to stay strong and to help each other. For as long as we are together, we do not complain even if we have nothing to eat. The only legacy that we can give our children is to teach them what love and respect mean. Because we do not have the means to buy many things, we show our love to our children by trying our best to send them to school, to guide them, to provide for their essential needs.

Let’s face it clearly: extreme poverty cuts out all human rights because it denies the human person. The result is an unbearable waste of human intelligence, inventiveness, hope and love. Men, women and children are banned from all justice, all administration, all communities and all democracy. Behind the silence of our records and our statistics lie children mutilated in their heart and spirit, young people condemned to despair, adults driven to doubt their very humanity and human dignity. 

The very poor tell us over and over again that a human being’s greatest misfortune is not to be hungry or unable to read, nor even to be without work. The greatest misfortune of all is to know that you count for nothing, to the point where even your suffering is ignored. The worst blow of all is the contempt on the part of your fellow citizens. For it is that contempt which stands between a human being and his rights. It makes the world disdain what you are going through and prevents you from being recognized as worthy and capable of taking on responsibility. The greatest misfortune of extreme poverty is that for your entire existence you are like someone already dead.

Partnership with the poorest families: a huge challenge!

You have realized by now that the families our organization is concerned about and committed to are not “just poor”, but extremely poor. Although many nuances have been introduced to describe poverty and extreme poverty in the past years, for the statistics, it is still perceived and described mainly as economic phenomenon. There will be no problem in the year 2015 to demonstrate that 50% of the poor have reached better conditions. But the very poor families we are committed to in different countries might have become even poorer at that time.

It’s why we are convinced that a real change has to start from bottom up and not the contrary. Of course, it means a much more difficult process that will also take much longer and require from every member of the society to accept being disturbed in various ways. Yet, it will be for the benefit of all.

A new application of HR could be achieved by taking the very poor as our partners – after all, they are the best experts in the field of extreme poverty. We would then have the chance to re-focus together all our struggle for HR and to ask ourselves the real questions again. For the question is not what economic resources are available for the implementation of our declarations, but whether we believe that every person is worthy of assuming responsibilities for the good of others.

The aim and efforts of ATD Fourth World are to enable the very poor to meet the larger society on equal ground. So that it is no longer a case of the non-poor searching for solutions to extreme poverty, but the reverse, whereby the poor, who had been excluded from society, would work to find a place within it and make their contribution. 

Human Rights: a starting point for poverty eradication… the title of my presentation could also read something like:

Eradication of extreme poverty: the only way for every human being to have access to all HR.
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