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At Human Rights Watch, you document rights abuses that stem from situations of poverty and extreme inequality. Can you describe the state of affairs, policies that can help reduce poverty and inequality, and how poverty measures appear in your work?


Good morning, good afternoon, dear excellencies, distinguished colleagues. 

Thank you very much to the office of the high commissioner of human rights for the invitation to participate in this important discussion on the measurement and elimination of global poverty and inequalities.

We are living through an unprecedented moment of multiple crises that are threatening the realization of human rights worldwide, with a disproportionate impact on people in poverty and marginalized communities. In past three years, hundreds of millions have struggled economically, alongside a huge expansion in hunger, houselessness, and dangerous work. 

Meanwhile, the world’s very richest have become dramatically richer and corporate profits have hit record highs, driving skyrocketing inequality. The non-governmental org Oxfam reported last month that since 2020, the top 1% have captured almost two-thirds of all new wealth globally, nearly twice as much money as the bottom 99% of the world’s population.

At Human Rights Watch, we have been documenting manifestations of inequality and the devastating impacts of the multiple crises on people living in or near poverty in more than 2 dozen countries. We spoke with people who had to sell assets or take on predatory debt to make ends meet. Others had forgone medical treatments or rationed medicines because of the lack of resources. Many fell behind on rent, facing risk of eviction. We examined social protection systems, some of which are funded via regressive taxes and work best for the well off, risking reinforcing inequality. 

We heard from care takers in Nepal, Ghana, and Uganda who had to stop sending their children to school because they could no longer afford it. We spoke with children as young as 8 years who had to start to work to help put food on the table.

In Lebanon, we conducted a representative household survey to learn more about the impact of the pandemic and the raging economic crisis on poverty and inequality. We found that nearly 70% of households have difficulty paying for food, rent, and medical expenses. In more than one out of four households an adult had to skip a meal because of a lack financial resources. Rising unemployment, a depreciating local currency, triple digit inflation, and the removal of state subsidies for medicines and fuel have made it harder for many people to meet their basic needs.

In Sri Lanka, large scale protests erupted last year in response to an economic crisis that drove millions of people into poverty, jeopardizing their rights to health, education, and an adequate standard of living. 

These stories are not singular cases but represent the realities of hundreds of millions of people who see their economic and social rights violated. They are also not just the result of the pandemic but have been simmering under the surface for some time.

It speaks to the frail state of poverty eradication as well as the misleading indication that we neared the end of poverty before the pandemic. The low and unambitious international poverty benchmark of $1.90 per day is a mere subsistence threshold, at best, but fails to capture what it means to live in poverty, and what it means to end poverty.

The UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights acknowledges that poverty is deeply multidimensional, characterized by sustained or chronic deprivation of the resources, capabilities, choices, security and power necessary for the enjoyment of an adequate standard of living and other civil, cultural, economic, political and social rights.

Failing to capture these dimensions of poverty in measurement tools and failing to recognize how inequalities reinforce systemic patterns of poverty has immense consequences. Let me just mention two reasons why.

First, it entirely ignores the broader economic structures that keep people trapped in poverty, often over generations. The explosion of inequality has gone hand in hand with unaffordable health and housing costs, the commercialization of public services, the racial wealth gaps, the proliferation of gig jobs that don’t pay a living wage or are outside the roam of labor and social protections, and ecological devastations. But such broader structural dynamics go entirely unaccounted in income focused poverty measures.

But even multidimensional poverty measures can lead to inadequate policy responses, which leads me to my second point, which I’d like to illustrate in reference to social protection - one of the most effective tools to reduce P&I and to ensure people’s right to an ASL.

In many countries with minimal SP systems, assistance is provided only to those in extreme poverty, excluding a large share of the population their right to social security. In Lebanon, the UN estimates that about 80% of the population lives in multidimensional poverty. Yet, less than 5% of the population receive some form of social protection. Eligibility is contingent on living in “extreme poverty,” and beneficiaries are identified through a so-called proxy-means test, which is a poverty targeting approach endorsed by the World Bank. 

[bookmark: _Hlt118450178][bookmark: _Hlt118450179][bookmark: _Int_jAdoFrVG]Such tests attempt to identify poor households based on their perceived economic status by analyzing various data points to estimate household income. They use complex statistical analyses of household surveys and household characteristics, such as demographics or ownership of durable assets such as televisions. But these tests often come with very high exclusion error rates. A 2020 study of PMTs in 19 countries found that targeting errors varied between 29 percent and 96 percent. 

Fundamentally, the method makes the false assumption that certain household characteristics are adequate proxies for consumption, and thus poverty. 

Not only are the correlations between proxies and poverty imperfect, but the methodologies for gathering data have limitations too. Surveys are costly and difficult to carry out. Household composition, income, and consumption are highly dynamic, yet the targeting surveys are undertaken infrequently. As a result, their accuracy degrades rapidly. 

Targeting social protection narrowly at people in extreme poverty, without putting in place a rights-aligned universal social protection system can also create animosity between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries and weakens social relations.

How poverty is measured can thus have fundamental impacts on people’s ESCR and divide a society between those “worthy” of receiving assistance and those who have to rely on the market to satisfy their needs. Even if poverty measures and thresholds appear technical in nature, they are deeply political in their use. They have the power to define policies and dictate budgets. Without incorporating a distribution lens to poverty assessments, they are missing the larger point. 
  
Unfortunately, we are nowhere near an elimination of global poverty and inequalities, with states and global organizations completely off track to meet the related Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. 

Unless states and international organizations take seriously economic, social and cultural rights and the rights to non-discrimination,  inequality, poverty and its subsequent human rights violations will persist. Deeper social and economic transformations are imperative to truly deliver on human rights, achieve more economic justice, and provide universal social protection, and ultimately change course to end poverty and create more just societies.


Closing statement

The Covid-19 pandemic was a major setback in the global fight to end poverty and reduce inequalities, as the world’s poorest bore much of the pandemic’s costs. The pandemic’s economic harm was generally most acute in countries without strong social protection systems, which are key to protect people from economic shocks and ensure an adequate standard of living by guaranteeing access to health care, ensuring income security, and protecting livelihoods. 

But the pandemic and the subsequent impacts merely lifted the lid of the pre-existing crisis of poverty and inequality. They arrived in a world where poverty, extreme inequality and disregard for a dignified life for all are thriving, and in which legal and economic policies are designed to create and sustain wealth for the powerful, but not end poverty and reduce inequality.

If states and international orgs take the eradication of poverty seriously, they should abandon poverty measures that focus on the subsistence level, and instead ensure that people’s human rights, in particular ESCR, are met. It should encompass broader societal well-being, including gaps in income, wealth, by gender and race. They should ensure that universal social protection and quality public services are guaranteed to everyone, and transform our economy to create societies that are inclusive, just, and protect everyone’s economic, social and cultural rights.

