Mexico-U.S. Relations

Poverty as a Challenge
For Mexican and U.S. Civil Society

he year 2000 has seen the des-

tinies of Mexico and the United

States coincide as never before
in recent years. Economic globalization
and regional integration have set them
in a pattern of asymmetrical interde-
pendence, but have also provided a
unique opportunity for mutual collabo-
ration.
In this context, our aim is to offer
an initial approach for exploring the
potential capabilities of social forces
that may be able to learn from each
other and even work together beyond
traditional borders to solve the com-
mon problems of poverty and social
exclusion. Given the two nations’uneven
development, clearly the profundity of
these phenomena demand a still insuf-
ficiently completed in-depth analysis
and a very careful comparison.
Citizens’ organizations are becom-
ing increasingly consolidated and
attempting to strengthen their ability
to take direct action to improve their
societies. Therefore, we will focus on
the convergence between DECA, Equi-
po Pueblo from Mexico, and ACORN,
the Association of Community Organi-
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Because they
link up individuals
and communities to civil and
economic rights, NGOs are
crucial to modern democracy,
whose legitimacy should be
derived from a more
effective distribution
of social wealth.

zations for Reform Now, from the United
States. !

A SNAPSHOT OF POVERTY

According to the World Bank, poverty
in Mexico is both a sizable and persis-
tent problem, despite the fact that the
country has the world’s thirteenth
largest economy, as a result of dynamic
economic growth that reached 4.8 per-
cent of the GNP in 1998.2

Dr. Julio Boltvinik states that with
the country’s total population of almost
100 million people this year, 54 million

live in extreme poverty: 32 million in

cities and the remaining 22 million in
rural areas. Paradoxically, the official
anti-poverty program, PROGRESA, states
that only 15 percent of all Mexicans
live in these conditions.?

A process of structural adjustment,
embodied by privatization and deregu-
lation, has widened the gap between
rich and poor. Today the top one per-
cent of Mexico’s population concen-
trates 50 percent of national income.*
Furthermore, between 1994 and 1999,
the number of people with daily incomes
below U.S.$3 a day increased from 32.85
percent to 36.09 percent.’

While malnutrition affects 40 per-
cent to 65 percent of Mexicans, half of
these people have a diet that falls below
the minimum daily nutritional require-
ments established by the World Health
Organization (2,340 calories). In con-
trast, 59 percent of the nation’s wealth
is in the hands of only 12 percent of its
population.©

The lack of increased investment in
education —this year about 3.9 percent
of the national budget— aggravates the
problem, as there are still 6 million illit-
erates and 18 million Mexicans who
have not even completed elementary
education.” In addition, there is only

one doctor per 800 inhabitants.®
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Poverty must be recognized as a social problem inextricably linked to politics.

Now, to introduce the magnitude of
poverty in the Unites States, we should
address the importance of a dominant
set of public values that tend to explain
social inequality individualistically, as
people are generally deemed responsi-
ble for their own plight.

In 1998, the Bureau of the Census
reported that the poverty threshold
for a family of four people in the United
States was U.S.$16,660. That same
year, 34.5 million Americans fell into
this category.

Taking into account that the total
population of the U.S. in 1998 was
estimated at 271,059,000, 12.7 per-
cent of Americans were living in pover-
ty: at least one out of every 10 whites
lives in deprivation, as do almost three
out of every 10 Blacks.”

Of all Americans living in poverty,
45.8 percent are non-Hispanic Whites,
22.2 percent are Hispanic Whites, 26.4
percent are Black and 5.6 percent belong
to other minorities.'”

More U.S. children live in poverty
than in any other developed country.
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They continue to represent 40 percent
of the poor, and children under six are
the most vulnerable.'!

There has also been a decline in the
value of real wages, particularly for
unskilled and less educated workers,
like those in the lowest twentieth per-
centile of the labor force who have ex-
perienced a 22 percent drop in real
wages since the 1970s.!2

In terms of the distribution of wealth,

it is important to note that the richest
10 percent of U.S. households concen-
trate 85.8 percent of the growth in the
stock market.'3

Two COUNTRIES, TWO EXAMPLES

DECA, Equipo Pueblo, A.C., was born
in 1977 as a civic association that pro-
motes social development from below,
through alternative projects mainly at
the local or regional level. Working
closely with grassroots organizations
and citizen coalitions, the group’s main

goal is to fight the negative impact of
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the current economic crisis on Mexico’s
most dispossessed population.

Its mission emphasizes not only
the promotion of social justice, but the
strengthening of democracy and human
rights in a country where these basic
claims, although included in the Con-
stitution, are still threatened.

With an aim of playing a role in
policy making, this organization pays
special attention to forging citizenship
as a key that can be translated into peo-
ple’s empowerment.

They hold that the impact of this
would allow common people to partic-
ipate in the design, management and
monitoring of truly socially oriented
public policies.

Equipo Pueblo’s core challenge is to
influence all levels of government, from
local to national and beyond, that is to
say, also foreign governments and mul-
tilateral organizations.

By having a comprehensive knowl-
edge of the effects of globalization, as
well as following up and assessing the
consequences of the ongoing process
of structural adjustment, they are look-
ing for an alternative approach capable
of redeeming both the national econo-
my and the centrality of social policy.
They demand fair play between gov-
ernment and citizens, by virtue of the
construction of a new culture deeply
rooted in participation and commit-
ment. With this in mind, ethical val-
ues would therefore pervade the pub-
lic sphere.

Its basic premises are transparency
and efficiency. They give a special place
to developing research initiatives and
publishing materials, as they understand
their capacity for strengthening the
organization’s power and visibility.
Many international foundations,

foreign governments and development



organizations from Europe, Canada and
the U.S have financially supported Equi-
po Pueblo.

The U.S. organization, ACORN, was
created in 1970. Its longevity, size and
national scope make this group unique.
It is absolutely committed to organiz-
ing the poor and powerless, using its
experience to break new ground. It
pioneered multi-racial and multi-
issue organizing.

All members must play an active role

in the organization, since ACORN is
committed to organizational democracy
and grassroots leadership. Members,
not staff, speak for and lead the group.
They elect leaders from within their
communities to serve on the city, state
and national boards that set policy for
the organization.

ACORN stresses the importance of
being active in mainstream politics, so
they hold public campaigns to register
new voters and to demand electoral
campaign financing reforms. They
have even created a progressive grass-
roots alternative to the two main par-
ties which they call the New Party.
Among ACORN's successful activi-
ties are the establishment of local
housing corporations. Also, it pressures
banks to grant mortgages and home
improvement loans in low-income com-
munities. The ACORN Tenant Union
organizes public housing residents
nationwide on issues such as repairs
and security.

This group has played a leading
role in developing municipal policies
requiring employers who benefit from
public subsidies not only to hire com-
munity residents, but also to pay a liv-
ing wage and provide opportunities
for their advancement.

ACORN is committed to being self-
sufficient. Members pay dues and

organize fund raising events to raise
75 percent of the organization’s entire

budget.

CONCLUSION

These two groups carry out a wide
range of programs that include policy
analysis and advocacy, education,
grassroots organizing and technical
assistance, designed to support local
or neighborhood groups, as well as
other organizations or institutions, in
their broad-based effort to empower
people. They are also both a source of
leadership.
The main conclusion to be reached
after analyzing their common goals is
that we must recognize that poverty is
a social problem that does not exist apart
from politics. Therefore, it is in such
organized spaces that people suffering
deprivation are not only able to inform
themselves, but to gradually develop
a rational, positive attitude toward the
importance of social cohesion.
Because they link up individuals
and communities to civil and econom-
ic rights, NGOs are crucial to modern
democracy, whose legitimacy should
be derived from a more effective dis-
tribution of social wealth. KIM
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