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Abstract

According to the Inter-American Democratic Charter, combating poverty is essential to the consolidation of democracy, since it is one of the essential factors for promoting human prosperity. For this reason, this study focuses on Latin American countries with weak democratic governments, making the exercise of the most basic human rights difficult, where action plans must be implemented to promote economic and social development beyond the short term.

An essential requirement for a functioning democracy is a guarantee of civil and political rights, including universal and secret suffrage, periodic elections, and a multi-party system. However, in order for such a democracy to operate according to the assumption of self-determining actors, these actors must be guaranteed the exercise of social, economic, and cultural rights that are directed to the plurality and make it possible to represent them in the best way possible.

Although economic progress is one of the determining tools in the eradication of poverty, other structural elements must be improved as well. The Millennium Objectives report lists among the factors of social vulnerability “households headed by women, substandard housing, poor health, living in disaster-prone areas, and a low level of economic well-being.” (Los Objetivos de Desarrollo del Milenio y los desafíos para América Latina y el Caribe, 2007). Such factors restrict the practice of democracy in these regions since the element of citizen self-determination is limited by basic unmet needs. To this is added the formation of a vicious circle around stagnation since industrial growth is limited by the lack of trained labor and the lack or insufficient utilization of energy resources, leaving behind greater rates of poverty and indigence than before. 

According to the report on the Millennium Objectives for Latin America, in the last four years a poverty rate lower than the 1980 rate has been achieved as the result of declining unemployment rates and better income distribution. However, the rates from earlier decades could still not be offset, population growth diminishes the positive effect of improvements, social assistance has shown a counter-cyclical trend rather than mitigating the negative impact of adjustments, and income distribution is minimal.

The structural changes that are needed involve the articulation of “short-term policies, particularly with transfers to poor sectors, with long-term policies to maximize human capital.” Short-term transfers help to relieve immediate food or health needs, but are insufficient to generate sustainable growth. To achieve long-term improvements, it is necessary to activate and mobilize broader social groups, not convert the State into the only agency capable of generating improvements in the social situation. Interaction is needed between the government and social actors such as NGOs and microcredit institutions, allowing for the reassignment of tasks and not an overload of functions, reducing in turn the influence of the interests that power produces.

Together with conditional transfers of funds, useful in the short term, the social programs described in the study on the implementation of the Millennium Objectives in Latin America include employment-related emergency programs (Millennium Objectives for Latin America, 2007). Although they are suggested as a way to offset the effects of economic cycles and as a method for generating employment, there are problems in terms of the administration of such programs, as they end up being used as elements of political clientelism if the government distributes them vertically, as currently happens in Argentina, or as tools for producing pressure groups aligned with the party that provides them with funds, as in the case of the Plan Trabajar implemented in that country in 1996, which produced the Piquetero movement as a new social actor, transforming the program’s funds into a political mobilization subsidy (Garay, 2006) rather than a method for generating employment and capacity.

Difficulties in gaining access to natural, technological, and human resources make the development of products an activity exclusive to those who have sufficient financial resources to carry them out. Many farmers are unable to produce more than what they need for their own consumption. In cities, those who try to set up some type of business that would allow them to earn money to improve their situation have no access to bank loans because they do not meet the collateral requirements and also lack sufficient advisory services to help them manage their undertaking. In South American countries such as Argentina, Bolivia, and Chile, microcredit institutions and other civil organizations generally developed by individuals have emerged in recent years. The individuals who manage these entities generally work independently of the government, granting loans to citizens who do not have enough funds to carry out a viable business plan. Often without even being covered by legislation, these entities are developing slowly through self-renewing funds obtained from the interest charged to loan beneficiaries, expanding the area of activity and capacity of the entity. (Frigerio and Petrizza 2008).

Funds obtained from implemented projects allow citizens to improve their access to natural resources. This is the case with a group of entrepreneurs in an Argentine town in the province of Chaco, where earnings obtained from the sale of leather furniture allowed them to dig a well and begin to raise animals. (Frigerio and Petrizza, 2008). Such project also make available to the most vulnerable groups a source of employment that is often not contingent on requirements that force single mothers to leave their families in order to work (De Almeida and Celedón, 2008), as cited in the study of the Millennium Objectives for Latin America as one of the challenges faced in the implementation of social programs. This type of program allows the beneficiaries to develop productive capacity and not fall into a situation where they need discretionary subsidies. Actions are encouraged that go counter to policies that provide a disincentive to work, since employment is generated while at the same time capabilities are being developed among both the social actors providing the action plan funds and among those who find work thanks to these funds.

 Activities of this kind require greater governmental support, whether in terms of financial resources or legal underpinnings, since their activities are often restricted due to a lack of appropriate legislation. State action is also needed to improve the allocation and distribution of resources that make it feasible to start up such projects: as affirmed at the Johannesburg Summit, reducing the percentage of poor people includes “improving developing countries’ access to alternative energy sources.” (Johannesburg Summit, 2002).

Thus, institutional agreements are needed both nationally and regionally, as well as internationally. Initiative 45 of the Declaration of Santa Cruz de la Sierra states that “the alleviation of poverty is an integral part of sustainable development.” (Declaration of Santa Cruz de la Sierra, 2006). Although international agreements for implementing policies of this type must be considered, precautions must be taken regarding the elements that characterize each society in which work is done, since cultural or religious factors may constitute barriers leading to poor operation or failure to implement one plan or another. It is precisely for this reason that NGOs operate as intermediate entities, since they are simultaneously able to maintain contact with international institutions and closer contacts with individuals in the societies where they carry out their activities.

International contacts make it possible both to obtain funds not compromised by political tendencies specific to a country, allow for interdisciplinary exchanges, and promote trade policies that encourage negotiations between countries and coordinated interstate development policies. In the view of Gia Gaspar Taylor at the Forum on Promoting Human Prosperity (Final Report, Final Virtual Platform of the Summit of the Americas, Virtual Forum: “Promoting Human Prosperity,” 2008), concerns must go beyond economic growth and emphasize the interdependent relationship between economic development and human factors.

Delegating activities to actors not aligned with political parties allows the State to focus on implementing public policies designed both to promote conditions conducive to developing work plans and allocating funds to education and/or health, as these are part of public policies that work both to promote equity within society and form an essential basis for economic development. 

The development of microenterprises, by fostering the development of capacities, in addition to agreements between the State and entrepreneurs, encourages industries to locate in a region. However, these relocations must be done with a view to factors beyond fostering economic growth since, as the Fourth Summit of the Americas declares, the framework for promoting the use of labor and sustainable development must include the efficient use of renewable energy sources, which is also essential for human prosperity. (Fourth Summit of the Americas Plan of Action, 2005).
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