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I
t is important to promote a critical understanding of debt among the people of the South, a liberating understanding that challenges and debunks myths and beliefs that have been imposed upon our people -- myths and beliefs that reinforce their political and economic oppression and subjugation, myths and beliefs that promote a sense of powerlessness that leads to paralysis of action, and, myths and beliefs that vests our salvation in the very hands of those who dominate and exploit us. 

Such a critical understanding of debt is vital to the building and strengthening of local and national people’s movements on the debt. It does not only enable people to understand why and how they are oppressed, it reinforces their belief in their right to break free from debt domination and claim a better future, a better world. A critical understanding of the Debt problem also empowers people’s movements to change the terms of the discourse and debate and assert an alternative view of the problem.   This is an essential part of any struggle.  This alternative view also serves as the framework by which we define the direction of our debt campaigns and our agendas.  


T
he debt problem must be seen in its historical, social, political and economic context. And such an understanding raises the fundamental and essential question of the legitimacy of the ‘debt’ and the so-called indebtedness of the people of the South. 

The question of legitimacy is more than just a legal one.  It addresses the nature of the debt, the purpose of the debt, the impact of the debt, and ultimately, who owes these debts.  For the creditors, these debts are legitimately the debts of the peoples of the South. But legitimacy is contestable and should be contested.  And, we should assert that these debts cannot be legitimately considered the debts of the peoples of the South on the following grounds:

1.  The creditors themselves created the situation of indebtedness and the “need” for borrowing through a long history of colonization, neo-colonization and capitalist globalization involving the exploitation of the peoples, communities, natural resources, and economies of the South and the consequent impoverishment of South countries. The resulting underdevelopment, poverty and lack of financial resources, the created dependence on imports, the unequal terms of trade -- all these are justifications for the need for external capital infusion in the form of aid, investments and loans. 

Such is the nature of this system, the nature of this beast, that the very forces and institutions that exploit us, present themselves to be our benefactors and the bearers of the solutions to our problems. 

2. Northern creditors use debt as an instrument for the continued plunder of the South, actively cultivating the need to borrow, relentlessly pushing loans to governments and private corporations in the South. 

3. In addition to making huge profits through interest payments on the loans, northern creditors use debt and credit as leverage for economic conditionalities on the South, with the acquiescence, if not active collaboration of local elites. Debt is used as an instrument of the subversion of the rights and capacities of nations and peoples to define and direct their development programs and processes. These economic conditionalities perpetuate the relations of dominance and exploitation and the concentration of wealth and power in the global capitalist system. These economic conditionalities have led to greater impoverishment in the South. 

4. Aside from the creditors, the local elites were the beneficiaries of these loans, and not the peoples of the South. Many of these debts lined the pockets of corrupt government officials. Many loans to private corporations and cronies were guaranteed by governments and subsequently assumed payments for these loans, using public funds.

5. Many debts were contracted through questionable, fraudulent and even illegal means, by illegitimate parties, with illegitimate terms, for illegitimate purposes.  

	Many of these debts were contracted by corrupt and undemocratic governments, dictatorship, and military regimes.


	Debts were contracted in manners and processes that involved deceit and fraud and other irregularities such as the use of bribes, overpricing of projects, coercion, abuse of power and various forms of violation and circumvention of proper procedures and requirements.  In a number of instances, debts were contracted in violation of Consitutional and legal requirements.


	Many debts are saddled with onerous and unjust terms.  One example was the unilateral increase in interest rates imposed by creditors, made possible because of the floating interest rates that were part of loan agreements. These high interest rates made the debts even more burdensome over time.


	Many loans were spent on projects harmful to people, communities and the environment. Borrowed monies were pocketed by public officials and/or cronies for their personal use. Funds were used for anti-people policies and activities such as apartheid, military operations, repression and subversion of human rights.


6.  The servicing of these huge debts put an unsupportable burden on South countries, and has a devastating impact on our people, our economies, and the ecology and environment. This is the most obvious and popularly understood impact of the debt.   In many countries in the South, payments on interests alone is the single biggest item in public spending.  Because of huge debt payments and the highest priority being given to debt servicing, basic rights of people are violated including the right to health, education, housing, food etc.
 
7. The debts were contracted and accrued without consultation with and without consent of the people, debts from which they have not benefited, debts which in many instances have in fact been used against them. 

8. The Debt has actually been paid many times over by the people of the South, in financial and economic terms, in social and environmental terms, in human terms.

9. The peoples and countries of the South are in fact creditors of an enormous historical, social, and ecological debt of the North.  It is the North that owes the South.

For all these reasons, the so-called Debt of the South as illegitimate and not owed by the people of the South.  Therefore the people of the South should not be made to pay this Debt.  

The neoliberal global economic system, which is responsible for the debt problem, is destructive and genocidal in its workings and effects. The same institutions and system responsible for the debt problem cannot bring about a lasting solution to it. That system must be changed and can be changed.

L
ocal, national and international debt campaigns and the development of alternatives must be rooted in a perspective and analysis that takes the issue of legitimacy into account.

For us, a major aspect of campaigning is the task of challenging dominant frameworks, assumptions, concepts and assertions, setting the terms of the debate, and offering a strategic direction and vision for people’s actions.  We should raise the issue of the legitimacy of debt and assert our definitions of what constitutes legitimacy and illegitimacy. 

The issue of the illegitimacy of debts clearly shows that the global call for debt cancellation is not a matter of charity towards the poor countries of the South.  It clearly shows that debt cancellation is not about whether South countries can or cannot afford to pay the debts.  Debt cancellation is an urgent issue of survival yes, but it is also fundamentally a matter of justice, and it is justice for all countries of the South.

Furthermore, we should dare to raise and popularize the call of debt repudiation.  The issue of illegitimacy makes debt repudiation not only an imperative for survival and development, the repudiation of illegitimate debts should be upheld as the right of peoples and nations and an obligation of the governments of the South.


W
e understand that asserting our comprehensive framework on the illegitimacy of debt is not a simple matter of repeatedly stating our analysis and position.  We know that promoting the strategic calls for total debt cancellation for all South countries and debt repudiation is a simple matter of carrying these slogans everywhere.  The struggle against debt domination involves waging campaigns that aim for political as well as concrete victories along the way, including changes in processes and policies that will broaden the discourse, increase democratic empowerment and participation, and provide concrete improvements in the conditions of our people. 

We need to translate our framework and strategic calls into campaign plans and calls that are appropriate to the particular political and economic situations we face in our different countries, appropriate to specific conjunctures in international arenas, and involve specific calls that engage and challenge creditors, and rally our people into action. In so doing, we strengthen ourselves and build the political conditions so that our strategic goals and dreams can become immediate and attainable.

 







