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Leaving poor people farther behind
In South Africa, the highest levels of inequality in the world, combined with lockdowns to slow the spread of
COVID-19, unemployment, especially among youth, exceeding 50 percent,1 and the real possibility of corruption
and broad supply chain failure are raising concerns about the potential for violence. In a letter to President Cyril
Ramaphosa,2 civil society organisations called for transparency and accountability in the distribution of
emergency funding.
The COVID-19 pandemic is occurring in a global context of inequality.3 “Income disparities and a lack of
opportunities are creating a vicious cycle of inequality, frustration and discontent across generations … The
World Social Report 2020 documents deep divides within and across countries despite an era of extraordinary
economic growth and widespread improvements in living standards.” 4
In the Philippines, three years after the siege of Marawi, 80,000 displaced people are asking for the “immediate,
safe, and dignified return” to their homes. “COVID-19 has further exposed our vulnerabilities… A lot of promises
have been made, and yet, here we are …Where is the money earmarked for the rehabilitation and recovery of
Marawi?5
The coronavirus threatens people and communities without discrimination, but our ability to protect our loved
ones and our neighbors varies widely according to our economic status. 6 For example, billions of people around
the world lack access to basics: 7 water, soap, disinfectants, enough space to maintain a safe distance from other
people, adequate food, health care, enough income to meet even basic needs, access to the internet or
electronic tools for distance learning.8 Whole countries and specific regions within countries lack hospitals,
critical care capacity, ventilators, adequate protection for nurses, doctors and other medical personnel and
water delivery systems. COVID-19 is likely to leave the poor even farther behind.9
Calling for systemic transformation
Amartya Sen: “We have to understand, on the one hand, the role of economic inequalities, social humiliations
and political disenfranchisement in generating disrespect and hostility, but we also have to take the concrete
steps that are needed for making the hard and often exacting changes in the way that world is organized in
order to remove, to the extent possible, the deeper sources of hostility.”10
An outpouring of solidarity in the form of financial support and projects is necessary and happening, both
nationally and internationally. But how that aid is designed and allocated and whether it contributes to more
just economic structures will be crucial. COVID-19 has the potential to generate deepening structural and
systemic violence and new outbreaks of virulent conflict and war or it can help us begin to create a new, more
just global economy.
Clearly, spending massive financial resources on war and preparations for war is a direct affront to marginalized
people who are facing the COVID-19 pandemic defenseless, without access to the most basic necessities of life
that are essential in the context of this pandemic, among them food, clean water, soap, material for personal
protection and health care. But beyond budget priorities, unilateral and multilateral policies related to trade, aid
and debt, as well as the activities of the private sector, will have a tremendous impact on those who are most
vulnerable to this virus. In every case, Catholic social teaching relevant to economic life must be considered,
including the common good, solidarity, a preferential option for the poor and excluded, the social mortgage on
private property and care for the earth.
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For example, unilateral trade barriers11 and curbs on the export12 of personal protection equipment, pharma
products, hand sanitizer, food and some other products undercut efforts to slow the spread of COVID-19; to
treat those who are infected; to avert the famine that lurks on the horizon and to avoid conflict over scarce
resources in fearful communities .
Likewise, the negative impact of economic sanctions13 on countries (including Iran, Venezuela, North Korea,
Syria and Yemen) struggling with the impact of COVID-19 has drawn criticism from around the world, including
from the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, the High Commissioner for Human Rights, and the UN
Secretary-General. Some states called for a total lifting of sanctions in a joint letter to the UN Secretary-General
and proposing a draft resolution at the General Assembly. Humanitarian exemptions alone have not been
sufficient to solve indirect hinderances, particularly “risk-averse behaviors of donors, financial institutions,
private companies and humanitarian organizations themselves.” 14
The International Financial Institutions will play a very significant role during and after the pandemic.
Recognizing that, Pope Francis’ called for the cancellation or restructuring of the debt of the poorest nations and
civil society groups’ and faith communities’ insisted that additional financing be available to support all countries
impacted by the coronavirus.15 The International Monetary Fund (IMF) will lend up to $1 trillion in response to
the COVID-19 crisis. World Bank financing from its $14 billion COVID-19 support package 16 will bolster countries’
health systems and support projects addressing the economic downturn. The IMF, the World Bank and regional
development banks need to carefully consider how financial support and/or projects will ensure the inclusion
and address the needs of marginalized groups. 17 Transparency and accountability are essential.
Nonviolence creates space for systemic transformation
The universal ethic of nonviolence demands that we respond as a global community to the immediate
financial catastrophe facing billions of people. At the same time, it urges us to do more - to foster a shift to
active nonviolence as an engine for constructing a new global order that integrates economic, social,
ecological and physical health and well-being for all.
The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals represent important steps toward a just, peaceful and
nonviolent planet. But the transformation they represent will only be achieved through the mobilization of
vast political will, spiritual commitment, and grassroots organizing at every level of every society. It will take
one of the greatest movements in human history to generate the necessary traction. The Catholic Church,
with its religious and civil society partners around the world, can play an extremely important role in support
of this global shift by energizing nonviolent movements to generate people-power for structural change
(including in the areas of employment, health care, socio-economic safety-nets, human security and
ecological sustainability). The Church can do this through nonviolence education, training and skill-building
in the philosophy and strategies of active nonviolence in every corner of the world.
Nonviolence stands against violence, but it also is the antidote to violence.18 In these times of crisis, it is
important to expand exponentially our understanding of and ability to use nonviolence by building its
infrastructure, creating constructive nonviolent alternative systems designed to safeguard humanity and the
earth – and generating the people-power to bring these systems into being.
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