Matthew Offiah offers a heartfelt reaction to, and assessment of, the "STAND UP" Movement!
About 44 Million people in over 110 countries around the world, among them approximately 7.1 million Africans STOOD UP AGAINST POVERTY and are now ready to Take Action for the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The Guinness Book of Records announced the staggering figure as the total verified number of people who took part in the STAND UP AGAINST POVERTY, SPEAK OUT AND STAND UP FOR THE MDGs challenge that took place between 9pm (GMT) on Tuesday, 16th October and 9pm (GMT) on Wednesday 17th October. 

Verified figures did not represent the total number of people who took part. They mean the participants that made it to the STAND UP AGAINST POVERTY website within the 24 hour limits and also those aware that their events needed to be registered officially in order for them to be counted. 

Given the enormous difficulties many faced getting access to the official sites and the spontaneous last minute activities in many countries especially across Africa there is no doubt that the actual final figures will be more than those announced. For instance, reported activities in Kenya are now more than 1 million yet only 924,169 was initially officially captured in the global figures. Uganda's figures are a paltry 624 yet those activities monitored by our local partners had more than 300, 000 participants including the signing of a Pledge by President Museveni. In Nigeria there were many activities held that were not counted due to logistical challenges. 

The 'missing millions' should not detract us from the full significance of the STAND UP events across Africa. This year Africa more than doubled its contribution of 3.3 millions of last year. More countries and a broader social spectrum of people also participated this year than in the previous year. For an event that started   only last year with so many uncertainties and an uncharted territory for all the people involved it is very remarkable that the STAND UP has captured the imagination of many and fast becoming an important index of the growing global movement against poverty and inequality. 

Unlike many global campaigns which are predominantly led by social forces from the richer countries of the world and mostly Europe the broadening anti poverty movement anchored around the global partnership of the UN Millennium Campaign, Global Call to Action Against Poverty (GCAP), other International NGO partners but especially local, National and Community based organisations, Faith Based Groups, NGO s/ CSOs, Youth and Students, Women, Parliamentarians, Local Governments and increasingly Private Sector elements new forces are emerging from the poorer countries of the world. Asia, being the largest region of the world both last year and this year registered the largest number of participants followed by Africa. Both regions account for more than 85 % of the total number of people suffering from extreme poverty, those living below the much-touted $1 a day. 

The total from the richer countries of the world, Europe and America for instance, is less than half of the verified figures from Kenya. 

Two important conclusions come to mind. One, the poor are not indifferent to their condition and could take action if properly mobilised and involved. Two, STAND UP is becoming popular (despite fierce criticisms from some quarters) because it offers centre stage to those directly affected to take action wherever they may be. It stops them being victims and empowers them to be agents of change in their conditions. It potentially displaces the do-gooder elements that speak for the poor or claim to work with them while in effect working on top of them. If MDGs are achieved and even surpassed the Anti Poverty Lobby INGOs and their partners and also the huge multilateral agencies around poverty (including the UNMC I should point out) will have to fold up! If all these agencies continue to exist and grow in influence, without any exit strategy then it means millions in the world are still condemned to the indignity of poverty and hunger.   
Another unique pattern emerging from Africa is the fact that people from poorer countries (except Ethiopia and Eritrea which have more challenging governance environment but Ethiopia is showing early signs of opening up by the participation of NGOs/UN system in the Stand Up this year) and within the same countries those from poorer classes and regions tend to be more active. For instance, Malawi, which had the dubious title of being the poorest country in the World, has led the STAND UP campaigns in Africa. In absolute and proportional terms it had more numbers standing up than Africa's largest country, Nigeria. Inside Nigeria itself however more participants have been registered from the relatively poorer sections of the North. 

But cynics will still ask: after Standing up then what? That is a legitimate anxiety. That is why in this year's campaign we did not just ask people to STAND UP.   We asked them to speak out against poverty and in support of the MDGs. But more than this we are asking everyone to TAKE ACTION wherever they may be throughout the year.  To paraphrase Eveline Hafkens, the Executive Coordinator of the UNMC, the real record that needs to be broken is not how many millions Stood up against Poverty in the midst of plenty but the record of serial broken promises to the poor, the sick, the marginalised and the weak by the leaders of the world. 

We need to use our millions to put more pressure on all our leaders at community, local, district, provincial, state, regional, national and global levels to deliver on their promises to meet the MDGs by 2015. Many of them can do more than that and we need to ensure that they do and accept No excuses for not doing so.

I hope the world would change for better if the lost millions of count are considered.
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