
P art III of the Earth Charter, Principles 9, 10, 11 and 12 related
to justice in the social and economic realms, was born of

the fundamental concern that today’s society is characterized by
inequity. Social expressions such as racial, cultural, genera-
tional, or gender discrimination, as well as the marked differ-
ences among the economic classes, are present in all continents
and nations. In this essay, I will use the experience of Latin
America as a lens through which to view the key concepts in
Part III of the Earth Charter.

Have we made progress towards the elimination of these
behaviors in Latin America? Are we now in a better situation
than ten years ago? In some aspects, we have and we are. In
fact, in some issues related to equity, we have gone from com-
mitments on paper to specific experiences which, although not
to the full extent, are still part of the agendas of national and
international politics within the framework of sustainable devel-
opment. On the other hand, it is evident that people and soci-
eties have difficulty internalizing the true meaning of justice and
understanding it as something different from a sense of com-
passion.

In order to illustrate this apparent progress in the fulfillment of
the challenges proposed by the Earth Charter, we can look at
some specific processes which, although they illustrate
progress, point at the large contradictions that the Latin Ameri-
can continent witnesses.

While Principle 9 suggests working towards the “eradication of
poverty as an ethical, social, and environmental imperative,”
the reality is that the number of poor people and the level of
poverty in the world have risen and become more serious. What
are the causes? Primarily, a myopic and short-term vision of
development.
The processes of wealth creation in all societies of the world have
been based on the use of natural resources. It is difficult to think
of a development process without water, sources of energy, with-
out land or any vegetal or animal species. From food to medi-
cines, from textiles to cosmetics, all have their origin in a renew-
able or nonrenewable source. However, on many continents, as is
the case of Latin America, the exploitation of natural resources
has resulted in riches for few and poverty for many.

Even today, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the
common citizen in Latin America is influenced by a culture
based on extraction and the irrational use of natural resources
that is benefiting only a few. The abundance of natural
resources in our region does not help a change of attitude. We
have not learned to save and be austere. On the contrary, we
have placed our resources in the category of the non-extin-
guishable and unimportant. In fact, they are part of the national
accounts only when they have been totally exploited. The
forests of the region, the rivers, the biological diversity, and
other resources only now are being considered for their eco-
nomic value as potential resources for ecotourism.

The positive aspect is that from Mexico to Patagonia important
tourist industry, based on the acknowledgement of natural and
cultural resources, has been developed. This has fostered new
alliances between sectors – the owners of the resources who are
generally local communities, and the tourist sector with busi-
ness acumen – which traditionally, were separated due to social,
economic, or cultural differences. The results are already visible.
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There has not only been an improvement in the economy of
both parties, but an explicit acknowledgement of the value of
nature. From the Andes to the mangroves, from tropical forests
to marine resources, all have gained a new meaning in the life of
the region – their protection has economic value.

However, new contradictions appear in national agendas. The
reaction of indigenous and peasant communities of the Andean
counties to attempts to privatize water illustrate this situation; it
is a rebellion against inequity. It goes beyond the need to define
rules to control its use. The fight is not about the resource – it is
about the principles and the values related to the ownership of
the resource and its use. Traditionally, restriction and distribu-
tion systems originated in the communities themselves and
have been based on principles of justice and equity. Their
protest is born from the attempt to benefit only the wealthy and
exclude the poor.

Through their participation in national and international debates
about issues such as access and distribution of benefits gener-
ated by the use of biodiversity, indigenous peoples are now par-
ticipating in establishing criteria related to benefits that should
derive from the use of indigenous species or from traditional
knowledge.

A brief analysis of the conflict in Latin America leads us to esti-
mate that approximately seventy percent of the conflicts in the
region are related to natural resources. Land ownership and
water distribution, forest exploitation, and air pollution are only
a few of the recurrent issues that are connected by the common
thread of action or intention to use the natural resource indis-
criminately or for personal benefit. The search for equity
requires changes in individual behaviors as well as in institu-
tional structures. Principle 10 establishes that we need to
“ensure that economic activities and institutions at all levels
promote human development in an equitable and sustainable
manner.”

The governmental programs designed to improve the economic
conditions of the poorest people are based on a policy of assis-
tance, but the majority of them are inconsistent with other capac-
ity-building programs. There are, however, some notable accom-
plishments, especially when they are the result of intersectorial
alliances. As a result of the decentralization of development pro-
grams, local governments have recharged their capacity to gen-
erate and implement participatory processes. These programs do
not always achieve direct economic benefits, but they do open
spaces that permit different parties to have access to information,
to soft-money loans, and to technologies and other capacities
that enable the development of non-traditional economic activi-
ties. The interesting factor about these processes is that, in many
cases, they are born from associations between various sectors –
the local government with non governmental organizations and
with the productive sector interested in new markets for non-
traditional products.

We cannot talk in Latin America about a large productive sector
that is visionary and aware of its social and environmental
responsibility. However, in each country, there is a formal or
informal association of leaders of the productive sector that
have formulated, and practice, new values based on equity and
solidarity. These processes are characterized by relationships
that emphasize human values and reject traditional patterns
that perpetuate differences.

In the productive sector, the circle of individuals who are con-
vinced of the need to promote philanthropy is becoming more
significant. In the Latin American context, philanthropy is not
only about economic contributions, but also about the direct
and active participation in the process of generating social and
economic change.

In several cities and countries in the region, business councils
for sustainable development have clarified their roles and have
strengthened their strategies to contribute to socially responsi-
ble development. These are slow steps and the impact is not
always visible, but it builds towards a vision of long-term devel-
opment.

In Latin America the numbers are clear. In the last two decades
the growth of poverty has been alarming and little has been
done for those who are most vulnerable. The growth of urban
centers as a result of migration from the countryside is proof of
the lack of attention to development policies, to the importance
of food production, to the need to assure land ownership for the
most needy, and to the imperative need to reinforce the econ-
omy of the farmer and small entrepreneur.

In the last years, Central America and the Andean regions have
witnessed intense negotiations to establish free trade treaties
with the United States of America. Central America has con-
cluded its process of negotiation as a block while Colombia,
Ecuador, and Peru are in the final phases of the debate.

The competitive nature of human beings and of nations estab-
lishes commercial codes that do not meet the standard set by
Principle 10. The search for the well-being of others is not a
characteristic of our modern society. On the contrary, we search
for immediate benefits without concerning ourselves with the
welfare of others. We sense that the tenets of the Free Trade
Agreement are not very clear as to what the real benefits are for
those in most need. The ones who most benefit will be, once
again, a small minority. The risks for the poorest and the least
protected are not measured or accounted for in equal terms. On
the other hand, the formula of debt forgiveness for poor coun-
tries, though appearing to promote solidarity, actually reaffirms
relationships of inequality between rich and poor countries.
Most of the debt reductions are a new way of control, and, in
real terms, they do not affect the economy of the donor country,
thus maintaining the inequality.
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One of the areas that has made most progress relates to Princi-
ple 11: “Affirm gender equality and equity as prerequisites to
sustainable development and ensure universal access to educa-
tion, health care, and economic opportunity.” In political
spaces, the obligation to preserve gender equality has been leg-
islated in electoral processes. Beyond the law, the participation
of women in the political sphere is more and more noticeable;
in the private sector, there has been a growth in the leadership
of women who are prominent by their professional qualities. In
the academic field, the balance in gender is unquestionable.
However, this phenomenon is more common in higher eco-
nomic classes than among the poor and the marginalized.
Access to education for girls and women of meager economic
means is still limited.

Finally, let us look at Principle 12: “Uphold the right of all, with-
out discrimination, to a natural and social environment support-
ive of human dignity, bodily health, and spiritual well-being,
with special attention to the rights of indigenous peoples and
minorities.” Equity among people and nations is one of the
most difficult social principles to attain, especially in societies
where the concept of charity has been viewed as the way to
share. If we critically look at the process of the construction of
the agenda and the results of the World Summit on Sustainable
Development in Johannesburg in 2002, we find two situations
that clearly show the difficulty of putting equity processes into
practice. First, the industrialized nations did not honor their
commitment to donate 0.7% of their Gross National Product for
the support of the development of poor countries. Its implemen-
tation would have made a significant difference in enabling sev-
eral nations to address conditions that perpetuate poverty. Sec-
ond, generating more visibility was the decision to contribute to
the fight against poverty in Africa through actions that targeted
the symptoms of the problems, and not the causes. In conclu-
sion, charity—which does not take great effort—has not
improved the situation of the poorest continent of the planet,
and justice has not entered the discussion. 

In terms of the environment, the rights of indigenous peoples
have been rooted in defending their environment and their
ecosystem against threats generated by processes of exploita-
tion of natural resources which attack their stability, their secu-
rity, and their right to live in an integral and secure environ-
ment. Oil exploitation, for instance, is progressively more
responsible in its use of technologies that reduce the impact on
the environment. Consequently, there are fewer attacks against
local communities and nature itself. Additionally, there are
more spaces for dialogue between the interested groups
attempting to define priorities by working together. In the Ama-
zonian countries, the plans for petroleum exploration used to be
defined and executed with the exclusive participation of govern-
mental authorities and investors. Today, the law and, for the
most part, practice involve those who may be affected by the
implementation, to discuss measures for the reduction of social
and environmental impact.

If our departing point is the analysis of the advancement of the
Principles of Part III of the Earth Charter, it is evident that, even
though some processes are taking place in Latin America, much
is still needed. The most important aspect is that debate has
been generated among development policy-makers and society
has become aware of the challenges in recognizing the rights
and the obligations of the state and its citizens.

Thus, in Latin America, contradictions are commonplace; the
discourse is starting to change, but the political culture moves
slowly. We live amidst an array of contradictions that arise from
the abyss that exists between what is and what might be. We
live in a continent that is characterized by its richness and cul-
tural and natural diversity. However, the very essence of
inequity and poverty has not changed in the majority of the con-
tinent’s countries. Its rivers and water sources, forests and
mountains, marine and coastal resources, and, in general, its
great biodiversity should allow the continent to ensure that no
inhabitant would endure hunger, insecurity, or ignorance. We
have the necessary conditions for its peoples and nations to
attain sustainability in development.

In order to achieve change, we must respond to several chal-
lenges:

First, the construction of a sense of belonging within a nation or
continent, maintaining the cultural values on which our current
societies are built.

Second, the challenge in the short run is not to combat poverty,
but to administer wealth. There remains, however, the question
of whether, in order to manage wealth, must we assign a mone-
tary value to all resources? Can religious, spiritual or cultural
values, or even beauty, be valued in terms that are not mone-
tary? The most important step towards the recognition of the
values of our environment, and thus the generation of new
behaviors to combat inequity, could be to internalize the sense
of belonging with our own history and environment.

Third, the weak social investment in education, health, and
other needs in almost all the countries of our continent and the
perception of this as an expense, not an investment, needs to be
the first objective of change.

I feel that the new generations have better conditions to meet
these challenges. On the one hand, their rebellion against the
patterns of discriminatory and abusive behavior of past genera-
tions, and against the way of designing and putting into practice
the so-called developmental policies which respond to the inter-
ests of the few, is evident. Additionally, this generation has a
clear vision for the future and its role in bringing about change.
Thus, we have the obligation to invest in the construction of
spaces in which to take action. •

The Earth Charter in Action Part III: Social and Economic Justice 85


