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Welcome to the Oxfam Canada Hunger Banquet.

We are here today because 1.2 billion people live in extreme poverty. While the proportion of the world’s population living in hunger has decreased, hunger endures for millions of people. In 46 countries, people are poorer today than they were in 990.

Every 2.9 seconds a child dies from hunger and other preventable diseases… that is 30,000 innocent children a day.

One of the most common misconceptions about hunger is that it is about too many people and too little food.  Not true.  Our rich and bountiful planet produces enough to feed every man, woman and child on earth.

Hunger is really about power. The roots of hunger lie in the inequalities in access to education and resources. The results are illiteracy, poverty, war and the inability of families to grow or buy food.

Today, you join us in the fight against hunger.  The fact that you are here shows that you are concerned, that you want to learn more about our world of inequality and that you want to make a difference.

This banquet is a metaphor for how food and other resources are inequitably distributed in the world.  As such, we can only touch upon the issues here today.  We cannot recreate the many, complex ways poverty manifests itself.  We will not have time to go into all the problems associated with lack of healthcare, education, and employment opportunities, and the realities of the day-today struggle for survival.

The one thing I would like you to remember is this:  everyone on the earth has the same basic needs, it is only our circumstances— where we live and the culture we are born into – that differ. Some are born into relative prosperity and security, while millions – by no choice of their own – are born into poverty. 

As each of us walked in the door here today, we chose our lot, at random.  Look around, and you can see that equality and balance do not exist here.  

No one section of this room represents a single country.  While North America is one of the wealthiest regions on earth, millions of North Americans do live in poverty.  Stark inequalities prevail everywhere. 

Since 1966 Oxfam Canada has been working to eradicate the inequalities that currently exist in our world.  Oxfam doesn’t impose solutions. We believe that people have the power, the right, and the understanding to create solutions for their own communities. Oxfam provides financial and moral support and networking assistance to enable communities to control their own futures by working from a  rights-based approach to sustainable development.  Oxfam Canada feels strongly that all people have the right to a sustainable livelihood, a right to basic social services, a right to life and security, a right to be heard and the right to identity.  In all of its work, Oxfam recognizes the role of women as change agents and leaders. In regions where Oxfam Canada works, it works to ensure that women are empowered and have the capacity, tools, legislation and social environment that enable them to promote and defend their rights.

For example, The Agenda Feminist Media Project in South Africa has been able to add women's voices to critical debates that are shaping the country's transition to democracy. With Oxfam's support, Agenda's radio program 'Turning Up the Volume on Gender Equity' provides weekly broadcasts on themes important to women and women's roles in their communities. The program is distributed to 38 community radio stations with an approximate audience of ten million people. The programs are translated into a number of languages including, Zulu, Xhosa and Sotho. 

Another example of Oxfam Canada’s focus on women comes from Nicaragua. There Oxfam partner the Between the Volcanoes Foundation (FEV) has continued to build strong relations with local authorities to address the problem of violence against women. This year, FEV managed to get all the key authorities of the two major towns on the island of Omatepe (Ministry of Health, police, municipal government, Prosecutor's Office, and the local court) to sign joint agreements for action to curb the incidence of gender-based violence. They worked with police at the village level to ensure the timely arrest of aggressors and with health centers to ensure that medical examinations were carried out. 

Yet, the work is far from done. Women make up 70% of the 1.2 billion people in this world that live on less than $1 a day and have the lowest literacy rates as well as being twice as likely as men to die due to malnutrition.  Currently in our world women make up 45% of the workforce, but on average they are paid 30 to 40% less then men for the same job.  Women traditionally care for children and without the ability to support their families, the lives of the future generation is at risk. 

Erkulanu de Sousa of East Timor stated in the Oxfam International Right to be Heard discussion, “Timorese women do not have the capacity to increase their living standard or to participate actively in the development process.  I personally believe that the goal of poverty reduction can not be achieved if all men within my society still undermine and discriminate the rights of Timorese women.” 

Poverty is about power. The people with power control access to basic needs and resources. Men, Women and children are impacted when power dynamics are rigged against the poor. So, for a moment, imagine your voice not having space to be heard. Your rights to safety and identity violated daily. The result can be deadly, so daily you emotionally deal with anguish, frustration, hopelessness, and lost of self-dignity.  Participating in tonight’s hunger banquet is an opportunity to view the world from not only a new perspective, but further look at the lives of impoverished women and their families. 

Now, I would like to introduce you to the three segments of this world.  But do remember – it is easy to measure this world purely in economic terms.  It is really about each person’s ability to achieve a sense of security and have access to resources.

HIGH INCOME GROUP 

If you are sitting over here, you represent the 15% of the world’s population with a per capita income of $11,468 Canadian or more.  You are fortunate enough to be able to afford nutritious daily diet.  As a group, you consume 70% of all the grain grown in the world, most of it in the form of grain-fed meat.  Although some of you have the privilege of being able to go on trendy diets and count calories by choice, most of you exceed your daily requirement of calories, you face health problems such as heart disease and diabetes.

But most of you don’t worry about getting healthcare.  You have access to the best medical care in the world.  It’s a given that your children will attend school; the only certainty is how many years they will study after high school.  

Access to credit?  You turn down more offers than you can count.  You and your family live in a comfortable and secure home.  You own at least one car and probably two televisions.  When you take your annual two-week vacation, you don’t worry about losing your job.  You have access to everything you need and the security to enjoy it.

Furthermore, as women, you have access to healthcare and a legal framework that protects you from sexual violence. 

MIDDLE INCOME GROUP 

If you are sitting here, you represent roughly 25% of the world’s population.  You earn between $1,152 and $11,467 a year.  The levels of access and security you can enjoy vary greatly.  You are the folks who live on the edge.  For many, it would take losing only one harvest to drought or a serious illness to throw you into poverty.  

You probably own no land and may work as a day laborer, which pays a paltry amount—but it’s better than nothing.  Your small income allows for some use of electricity and a few years of schooling for your children—especially if they are boys.  Alternatively, you may have left your family to go to work in the city.  You hope that the money you earn from your less-than-minimum-wage job as domestic help or sweatshop worker will eventually allow you to move back home and make a better life for your family

There are also encouraging examples of women working together to secure their income. For example, in the department of Jinotega in Nicaragua, Oxfam partner FEMUPROCAN is supporting women farmers' experimentation with new farming techniques and crops such as cocoa, grapes, cardamon and medicinal plants. All of these crops are grown organically with technical assistance provided by a network of ecological promoters. The promoters also encourage crop diversification. Exchanges have been organized among the women so they can share their experiences. One woman reported, "I spend less on inputs, I have less debt and the produce is healthier. It just takes more work."  The federation is also providing assistance to 30 coffee growers who are in the process of obtaining certification as organic producers and promoting collective marketing to help small farmers share costs and get a better price for their crops. 

However, these female farmers recognize how easy it is to have all their work destroyed by circumstances out of their control. Such as weather, political uprisings or new land laws. But until then, these women will work tirelessly to secure their livelihood and future. 
LOW INCOME GROUP
If you are sitting on the floor, you represent the majority of the world’s population—roughly 60%.  Your average income is less than $1,151 a year—about $3 a day—although many of you earn much less.

Every day is a struggle to meet your family’s basic needs.  Finding food, water and shelter can consume your entire day.  For many of women, it would not be uncommon to have to walk 5 to 10 miles every day to get water, spend several more hours working in the fields, and of course take care of the children.

Many of you are frequently hungry.  It is quite likely that you don’t get the minimum number of calories your hard working life requires.  Many of you are homeless or living in structures so flimsy that a hard rain or strong wind can cause a major catastrophe. 

Even though education is the single most powerful weapon against poverty, school is a luxury few of your children will ever experience.  Most girls don’t even bother to dream about school.

If you are lucky enough to have paid work, you are probably a tenant farmer who must give your landowner 75% of your harvest.  Or, you may get occasional work as a day laborer at a large plantation growing bananas, sugar, or coffee for export.  You reap few benefits from these crops; you’d prefer to grow food your children could eat.

Adequate healthcare is out of the question for many of you in this group.  For most of you, early death is all too familiar, with many mothers expecting to lose one or two children before then turn five.

The women of the Omaheke region of Namibia face this reality daily. The land is largely arid scrubland. Known for its relatively prosperous cattle farms, the income gap between rich (farm owners) and poor (including farm workers) is greater than any other region in the country. Many people live in extreme poverty, including the San population. 

The San (white settlers referred to them as Bushmen) work on the commercial farms or have migrated to the squatter communities attached to the only city in the region, Gobabis. They are often exploited, underpaid, or paid in alcohol for their labor. As a result, they are prime candidates for social and health problems. In the late 1990s, Omaheke was the worst region in the country when it came to the management and control of tuberculosis (TB) and HIV/AIDS was a growing problem. 

This situation seems hopeless. 

Move up/down scenarios
Now, I have some news that will affect several of you. Like we’ve said, no one can choose the circumstances into which they are born. Some people have the good fortune to change their lives for the better, but for most the circumstances of life are determined by factors outside of their control.

Ask ONE Man AND WOMEN FROM THE LOW INCOME GROUP TO STAND:
To the women:  Your name is Gitef and you live in Ethiopia’s Tigray province. Since your husband was killed in the Eritrian-Ethiopian Conflict several years ago, you have supported your four children on your own. Through a program for women headed households funded by Oxfam Canada, you have built a chicken coup and goat house to raise your own livestock. You have also started to grow vegetables. All of this allows you to not travel in search of work. You have also been able to buy school clothes and supplies for your children for the first time in years. 

TO THE MAN:  You are Bareded Bekele. You are a farmer, and live in southern Ethiopia with my family. You never had an ox until you received a Loan of 330 birr ($160) from a local group. Before, it took 7-8 Days to prepare your land for planting using hand tools. Now, when you team up with a neighbour who also has an ox, you can cultivate the same amount of land in 4-5 hours. This year, you will plant more land; you expect to grow enough food to feed your family and have a surplus so you can pay the first installment on the loan. Things are looking up.  
I ask these two hardworking people to move to the middle-income area. 
any six people from middle-income group to stand
These six people already work in a maquiladora in the next town over. You have been working there for many years and have finally gotten angry about the dangerous working conditions, mistreatment by the managers, and low wages. Now, you refuse to work until changes are made. There are no unions for the maquiladora workers—union leaders were given stakes in many of the companies in order to keep the unions out of the plants—and so you have been fired. You are now forced to look for another equally low-paying job with poor working conditions. You have been living week-to-week and have no savings and nothing to live on until you, hopefully, find another job. 
I invite you to take the seats with the low-income group on the floor. 

NOW, TURN TO HIGH-INCOME GROUP AND ASK SOMEONE TO STAND
You are a middle manager at a large US-based coffee company. When the world market price of coffee reached record lows in 2001, your company was paying less for the coffee than ever before, but it did not lower the prices it charged US consumers. When prices rose, your company was quick to pass on the cost to the consumers, and your company’s profits continued to escalate.  Congratulations! Maybe you’ll take a Caribbean vacation. 
Please sit down at your table while I introduce you to two people you wouldn’t ordinarily get to meet.
Ask any man in middle-income group to stand
You are Joseph Mkomo. You have once again been laid off from your job picking coffee beans, which allowed you to provide the basics for your family in Kenya. Your employer was driven deep into debt in 2001 when the price of coffee hit a 30-year low, and because he is still struggling to recover, he cannot afford to hire you for permanent work and pay you a stable wage. 
Please move to the low-income group. 

Ask any woman in low-income group to stand 

Please meet Lillian Kenyatta. You live in the same village as Joseph, and you make out a living selling maize and other vegetables from your garden at the local market. Because Joseph and many of your other customers have been unable to find steady work at the coffee plantation, they are buying less from you, and you can’t afford enough corn for your family. 
You will receive only a half-portion of rice today. 

ASK ANY SIX PEOPLE FROM LOW-INCOME GROUP TO STAND
Peter Otim from Uganda wrote to Oxfam International, “The increasing scourge of HIV/ AIDS further interrupt communities right to sustainable livelihood since HIV/ AIDS has the following potential impact on production:  Reduced labor supply and skills, distorts gender and age profiles, breakdown of traditional channels of learning between generations, short-term thinking leads to erosion of environment, increased likelihood of food insecurity, shortage of family land and increased short-term measures reduce quality of land and produce etc.”

 A fellow African, Connie Walyaro from Kenya, further commented on the Oxfam Right to be Heard Discussion, “The pattern of the HIV/ AIDS epidemic mirrors the existing inequalities of the society in which we live.  HIV/ AIDS has become a disease of the young, the worse consequence of poverty, gender inequality and ignorance…the face of HIV/ AIDS is that of a young woman…It has become even more clear that a young woman’s right to autonomy in choices relating to sexuality is regarded almost nowhere.  No matter how intelligent or how capable she might be, it is never easy for her to negotiate her claim to safer sex.  She can completely understand why she should be using a condom but has no control over the decision. Gender based discrimination remains at the heart of the epidemic.  Increased abuse and greater poverty among young women, and the denial of their economic, social and cultural rights exposes them to greater exploitation and higher risk of infection’.  

We now ask for six young women from the low-income group to stand. Today will be your last meal. You have AIDS. Tonight as you dine, please remember the lives of these women. 

Turn back to address entire room
This is just a small slice of life as it plays out each day around the globe. 

Now, we invite you to eat as the world eats. Those of you in the high-income group will be served a nutritious meal [INSERT MEAL DESCRIPTION]. Those in the middle-income group may proceed to the buffet tables where RICE AND BEANS, are available. People in the low-income group seated on the floor, help yourselves to rice and water. 

Enjoy your dinner!

REFLECTION PIECE
Please join me in a moment of silence to reflect on our experience here today.

Young audiences:

• Do you think it’s fair that the world is divided this way? Why or why not?

• Do you think that the people who got the big meal should help the others? Why or why not?

• Do you think people in the low-income group are there because they don’t work hard? Or why do you think the people in the low-income group are there?

Older audiences:

• Would anyone like to share any of the thoughts they have on what has taken place here?

• Has anyone witnessed poverty in the US or in a visit to a poor country that they would like to share?

• Does anyone have any ideas on how the personal choices we as Americans make affect this unequal distribution?

• What might we all do to bring about a fairer distribution of resources? If people are only focused on the dynamics of the banquet itself, remind participants that this is a simulation, not reality for most of us. Challenge the audience to discuss what this represents in the real world and ask what can be done to change things for the better.

Conclusion
There is still a lot of work to be done but there is hope. Oxfam believes that human rights are not contingent on our country of origin, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or the money we have or need. Rather, human rights are fundamental and nonnegotiable.

For a moment let’s return to the women of the Omaheke region of Namibia. The families of this region suffered from TB and HIV/AIDS due to the lack of health care. With support from Oxfam Canada, the Omaheke Health Education Project (OHEP) was formed to improve the quality of health care provided by the Ministry of Health and Social Services, to provide outreach to people living in rural areas and the squatter settlements through the establishment of small clinics, community health committees and a program of traveling health promoters. 

Today, the cure rate for TB has risen from 28% to 90%. Knowledge, attitudes and practices regarding HIV/AIDS in the region have improved dramatically and AIDS longer and more active lives with the help of home-based care programs, patient counseling, and the provision of supplementary food. Over the past year, antiretroviral drugs (ARVS) have been introduced, increasing survival rates and allowing patients to carry on providing for themselves and their families. 

These accomplishments do not happen without the support of youth activists across Canada. Young people, like yourselves, have volunteered to take a lead role in educating people about issues of global poverty and creating an active movement for social and economic change. Oxfam sat on the steering committee of the Make Poverty History campaign, and was instrumental in designing and implementing the campaign's strategy, including helping to mount the Live 8 concert in July 2005. Oxfam supporters met with Members of Parliament, and at summer festivals and street fairs Oxfam volunteers collected signatures and sold the campaign's identifying white wrist-band. The result of such events is support for the health program in Omaheke, Namibia is helping HIV/AIDS patients live longer and healthier lives and keeping their families together.

Oxfam International's Make Trade Fair campaign continued to gain momentum throughout the year, building awareness and support for the concept of fair trade. By the time of the Hong Kong meeting of the World Trade Organization in December, Oxfam Canada had built a base of over 80,000 Canadian supporters for the Big Noise petition. Amazingly, the Big Noise has grown to over 18 million people worldwide with a majority of signatures coming from developing countries.

Together, we are changing the world. 

