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BECOMING A DEVELOPMENT SUPERHERO
To Mom ~
Mother. Teacher. Mentor. Friend.
We’ve been through so much, and you’ve always been an anchor in the storm. I would never be who I am today without you. The world is such a better place with you in it. I love you.
PROLOGUE
I am a part of all that I have met.
- ALFRED TENNYSON
Shut Up & Give. Empty your wallet, write that check, hand over your purse. Don’t ask questions. In fact, don’t even think.” This sounds like an alleyway mugging straight out of a movie, right? But instead, it has been our strategy in serving the underserved. We’ve been afraid to rock the boat. We haven’t asked questions or challenged long-held norms about poverty eradication. We’ve given to and volunteered with the same projects year in and year out without ever questioning their long-term value to the underserved. That’s about to change.
At one point or another, we’ve all felt compelled to give, donate, or volunteer for a cause – and there’s nothing wrong with that. Here’s my question, though: what did your contribution actually accomplish? Did it create lasting change from the inside out? Do you know the answers – actual answers from the people you donated to, not from the pictures in their marketing brochures – to these questions?
While in Tanzania working to set up a microfinance bank, it hit me. I’d been having conversations with several different people who encouraged me to write down some of my thoughts about poverty elimination. They believed people would be interested in what I had to say, that perhaps my own experiences (both the accomplishments and failures) could be of benefit to others. That marked the beginning of a new journey – one that involved a lot of writing – and this is the result.
I’m learning every single day about humanity, about faith, about life. Whether riding on a mini-bus in Uganda, volunteering at a medical camp in Haiti, or spending time at a rural school in India, I’m constantly being shaped by experiences and people. I don’t want that to ever change.
This is a book about defying complacency. It’s about challenging long-held norms of poverty eradication – norms I’ve held myself for a long time. The distinct message of this book will battle the status quo of what we’ve been taught, and what we’ve thought, about poverty on a global level. The approach of tradition has not created sustained change. A shift is needed.
For decades, we’ve given billions and billions of dollars to the underserved world, but we keep repeating the same pattern without examining the results. We’ve been told to keep giving because progress is being made. But is it really? Is the course we’ve been on for decades really going to end poverty?
As reflected on the cover of this book, the West has come in, built shiny buildings and given handouts, never getting past humanitarian assistance and dealing with the root causes of the poverty at hand. It’s not that we don’t care – we’ve just been lazy. By and large, we haven’t focused on a comprehensive strategy that creates opportunity, promotes dignity, and kills dependency.
Many in the underserved world are tired of humanitarian aid by itself; they want development. They want skills, investment, and trade. They want to discover a new reality centered around dignity and hope, rather than dependency on the West. They’re saying “enough” and putting a big ‘X’ through our traditional approach.
I’ve had the privilege of seeing a great deal of the world, both the splendor and the suffering, and I can say from firsthand experience that we’re swimming in circles, unable to get ahead by focusing on what we’ve always done. The traditional approach – pursued by both the public and private sectors – is not ending poverty.
But the story doesn’t end here. Hope exists. Development in the underserved world is an intricately complex process, and though we haven’t always pursued the smartest programming, we can shift our thinking. A new era of development is upon us. New strategies are being put into practice. Asking tough questions and using a business-minded, sustainable approach are helping to turn the tide. We may have lost some of the battles along the way, but we can win the war.
My expertise is global development, so the thesis of this book does not focus on domestic poverty. Some of the practices and ideals discussed can absolutely be applied to the elimination of poverty right here at home, but this book’s focus is poverty in the underserved world – the world with no voice.
My analysis of why poverty is not being effectively eliminated may surprise you – but that’s the point. The goal is to make you think in a new way and give you a fresh perspective. My heart is to change the commonly held mindset about investing in the underserved world and to contribute in a progressive way to the elimination of poverty. Though you may not agree with everything in the book, know it comes from a place of passion mixed with an equal dose of compassion.
We’re living in a time when uncertainty reigns – a time when no one knows what may happen to the global economy today, tomorrow, or next year. The popular books on the market today are about saving, shifting retirement allocations, and preparing for the unknown.
I’m here to talk about something different, though related: encouraging wise investments. Our investments – both financial and volunteer-related – in the underserved world need to go as far as they possibly can. We need to see every cent of every dollar sent abroad used to make lasting changes. Let’s make sure every hour spent volunteering or working on a development project contributes to the empowerment of individuals.
We need to be wise about where we spend our money and discerning about whom we give it to. This book offers some thoughts on how we can be discerningly generous.
Some may ask why global poverty eradication is even worth focusing on. The reality is that both the public and private sectors are already spending billions of dollars each year with this goal in mind. If we’re going to be involved in this endeavor, doesn’t it make sense to do it right? Doesn’t it make sense to be sure every dollar counts? Doesn’t it make sense to stop throwing money at projects that don’t improve lives in the underserved world in favor of projects that will have a lasting impact?
We’ve been programmed not to question the status quo, to trust those who have been in the field of international development for years. But what if they’re wrong in certain areas? What if the money we’ve been giving really hasn’t been used to make changes that will last beyond today? If a short-term mindset has pervaded the development machine, what does that mean for future generations?
Many of the development programs I’ve seen around the world don’t involve local actors who were actually born and raised there. Development practitioners tend to take in Western-developed solutions that might have no relevance in the context of the country they’re entering. And even if they do work, are they empowering? Are they bringing men and women, families and children, to a place where they can be responsible for their own futures and lift themselves out of poverty over the long run?
I don’t want to discourage giving in any form, because that’s a bedrock principle of our culture. Thinking beyond our own immediate interests is what makes our global society so amazing. We don’t need to stop giving, but instead need to question the impact our giving makes. I don’t want us to be afraid of rocking the boat, of challenging tradition. Is every dollar we’re giving having the greatest possible impact? Are our tax dollars used to support the most empowering projects possible? Are the private organizations we support using our donations to produce the most lasting changes possible?
We can do more with what we have if we invest it wisely. We can change more lives and empower more people to lift themselves out of poverty if we participate in long-term programs that focus on systematic investments in local solutions to local problems. The prevailing issue here is quality over quantity. We can have a greater impact over a longer period of time if we pursue quality development projects that will continue working even when we’re gone. The goal is to create sustainable projects that generate change, not ones that perpetuate the norm. The status quo must shift.
What if the money we’ve been giving really hasn’t been used to make changes that will last?
Wiping out poverty is a lofty goal, and one that won’t be achieved overnight. But we have to start somewhere. We shouldn’t be afraid of starting small. Each one of us can play a small role in a much larger screenplay. For it is only committed, passionate individuals who have ever succeeded at changing the world.
This book puts you in the driver’s seat. It invites you to get involved in helping to eliminate global poverty. It offers practical insight using an entrepreneurial, business-minded approach that places the private sector – individuals, small businesses, corporations, and churches – at the helm of poverty eradication.
When it comes to empowering the underserved nations of the world, challenging tradition and encouraging innovative thinking should be our primary focus. We should seek to restore dignity and hope. The first part of this book will explore where we’ve come from in terms of poverty eradication strategies so that we can focus on a new era of global development in the second part of the book.
This book is a journey around the world to discover sustainable solutions to global poverty – solutions that are working.
Good intentions are simply no longer enough, as this book highlights. A comprehensive strategy is a must. This conclusion has been drawn as a result of trial and error, emphasis on the error.
Whether a seasoned veteran or an eager rookie when it comes to international development, this book offers unique, experienced insight into how we can all do the most good in the underserved world. The purpose is not to beat the reader over the head with all the things that are wrong with development, but to make the point that a shift – not a total overhaul – is needed to produce the most positive, lasting results for those we’re hoping to serve. This conversation opens the door for a discussion about new strategies that can help us turn our goals into a reality.
We should be supporting projects that can have the greatest positive impact with the least negative impact over the longest period of time. Shut Up & Give? Not on my watch.
THE LIGHT BULB CAME ON
Things do not change; we change.
-HENRY DAVID THOREAU
Go with me to Haiti.
I just arrived last Tuesday with three friends. We flew to the Dominican Republic and took an eight-hour bus ride the next morning to Port-au-Prince. The date is now February 7, 2010, just over three weeks after the devastating earthquake of January 12. We’ve been in Haiti for five days.
It’s been a long week so far. The bus ride was tense, full of aid workers and family members trying to get to Haiti to find out if their relatives survived the ordeal. If they did, are they hurt? Where are they living?
Our small team sat on the bus entering Haiti, unsure what to expect. We stayed with a family right outside the city that first night, but it was already dark, so it was hard to know what things really looked like. Popping up the tents we brought in the front yard because no one in the country felt safe inside, we were painfully aware of continuing aftershocks.
We didn’t sleep much that night, partly due to anxiety and partly due to dogs barking, chickens pecking on our tents, and the smell of fear coming from every direction. Oh well – we didn’t come for a vacation.
We ventured into the heart of the city the next day and saw the reality of what had occurred. Families torn apart, homes shattered, a nation in ruins. It was a devastating sight.
We didn’t plan on getting involved, but things turned out differently.
We spent our time visiting with people who had lost loved ones, playing with children, and meeting with contacts my friends had on the ground. We listened to their stories. We tried to offer any hope we could.
That first day was exhausting for all of us, trying to process what we were seeing. It was eye opening in so many ways. I don’t think we talked about it a lot that night, because we were trying to be there for the Haitians we came to spend time with.
We spent one more day in the heart of the city, meeting with people and helping out where we could. Since then, we’ve been at the main airport in Port-au-Prince, which is the hub for all international aid efforts. It hasn’t yet been reopened for commercial air traffic, but it’s bustling with activity, nonetheless.
We walked onto the base, still under U.S. military control, to survey the international response site from a distance. We didn’t plan on getting involved, but things turned out differently.
It turns out there’s a large, two hundred plus bed hospital right here on the base, just a short distance from the runway, where supplies are being dropped at all hours of the day and night. Run by the University of Miami, this hospital has treated hundreds of victims, and the queue doesn’t seem to be getting any shorter.
We walked toward the hospital tents to observe; we didn’t plan on getting any closer, as we didn’t want to be in the way. Somehow or another, we were asked to help out, and Joel and I loaded a crate of supplies into a truck.
Help was needed in the supply tent, which looked like a huge jumbled mess at that point. Boxes upon boxes were piled up in this massive tent; no one had any idea what was where, but only that an entire nation was desperately in need of their contents. Shipments have been coming in from around the world, but few people have had time to try and organize them into usable sections. We were thrilled to help.
Joel and I have spent a couple days working in the supply tent unpacking, organizing, identifying supplies, labeling, etc., and I think things are now in a more workable condition. Laura and Nicole have spent time with some patients and have been able to listen to their stories. We’re thankful to be here where we’re needed.
During this time, we’ve talked with many people, visited a few communities in the city, and distributed some food. We’ve been pushed to our emotional and physical limits.
Despite the chaotic nature of experiencing Haiti in this time of crisis, I’m beginning to question the perspective I’ve had toward development, toward humanitarian aid, toward serving the underserved. Seeing what I’ve seen – the utter destruction, the looks of terror, and the poor state of Haiti’s infrastructure – weighs heavily on my mind.
Have I been wrong in my thinking all along? I’ve been to many underserved nations before this, but maybe I need to rethink my approach. Has my perspective toward the underserved world contributed in some way to the mindset I see here in Haiti? Maybe what I thought I knew isn’t right.
Everything I’ve seen around the globe before this has led me here, to this place, to these questions.
TRANSFORMING OUR APPROACH
Poverty is unnecessary.
-MUHAMMAD YUNUS
Have you ever felt like you’re just supposed to shut up and give because everybody else does? Have you ever felt like you’re not really supposed to ask whether or not the billions of dollars we send to the underserved world each year actually produce lasting changes?
Well, I’m here to call an audible. I want every dollar put toward investment in the underserved world to go as far as it possibly can. I want to see lasting changes take place. I want to see poverty wiped off the face of the Earth. I believe it can be, but you and I have to veer away from the traditional, prevalent way of relating to the underserved world in favor of a more sustainable option.
We – individuals, governments, businesses, religious institutions – don’t clearly define the difference between sustainable, lasting development and short-term humanitarian efforts. How can we ever shift the tide if we don’t even know which type of project we’re participating in?
Our international efforts have focused on providing short-term band-aids for decades that simply aren’t making lasting impacts. These programs have focused on meeting basic needs. But with no long-term strategy, the cycle of poverty is repeated over and over again. Further, dependency on the West has been created as a result of our short-term focus.
No universal definition exists for international development; as a result, there’s much confusion about the difference between humanitarian aid and development. While humanitarian aid should be pursued to relieve suffering and support human dignity, the line separating the two is often blurred. Development by its very name should support long-term strategies that empower and enable; they should be developing.
However, we use the term for everything from clothing donations to complex business training, even though the former is not “developing” anything. Yes, new clothes may improve overall quality of life, which is not a bad thing, but no lasting economic, social, or cultural changes are being achieved – meaning it really shouldn’t be called development. It’s humanitarian aid.
When we give toward a “development” project or hear about our government’s “development” efforts, we assume that means things are changing and people’s lives are being steadily improved one day at a time. But the truth is, pure development as discussed in the context of this book is not as common as we might think.
Pure development is any activity that improves a people group or a nation economically, socially, or culturally over time. This could be anything from life skills training to building schools that will educate the next generation.
A PARTNERSHIP
Though humanitarian aid and development are different, they can partner with one another to create something powerful. They don’t have to be mutually exclusive ideals.
For example, providing food to a group of people is a highly admirable activity; however, if there’s no empowerment activity included, such as providing seeds for a garden or chickens so families can sell the eggs, sustainable (developing) changes will not be seen. That same place we took food to last month will need it again this month and the next month and the next month, until we think past today and develop real solutions, rather than temporary ones.
Additionally, giving out humanitarian aid over a long period of time to a people group creates an unhealthy mindset of dependency. Humanitarian aid has a time and place during crisis situations, but when we – both the public and private sectors – hand it out year in and year out with no “development” programming included, the result is dependency on the West. The result is a continuing cycle of looking to the West for answers, for solutions to the problems in the underserved world.
This is not to say we should stop giving food or shelter or medical attention to people in crisis situations, but as things stabilize, we can find ways to partner the delivery of humanitarian aid with pure development practices that will create eternal change.
When we take in shipments of food to rural villages, why don’t we also take in local agricultural experts and bags of yam seeds (a vegetable that can grow in dry climates)? The agricultural specialists can teach the rural villagers how to prepare the land, plant the seeds, and harvest the crops. The villagers can feed their families and sell the rest. In addition, we’re meeting the immediate needs of the people by taking in food that can feed them today and for the next week or next month.
We’re empowering them to be responsible for their own futures. This is sustainable development, or development that produces real, lasting changes. We’re contributing to a long-term solution while also meeting them in their place of need today by providing food. We don’t need to start over – we need to build on what’s already being done. We need to think outside the box, realize maybe we haven’t always done things in the most effective of ways, and come up with new ideas to create lasting change in the underserved world – that’s the goal of this book.
POVERTY NO MORE
There is no reason why absolute poverty (see Definition of Terms in back) has to exist on our planet. There are enough resources to go around. There is enough innovation and enough creativity to eliminate it. Absolute poverty can be wiped out during our generation, and my greatest desire in life would be to see it put in a museum, in history books, where the only way to see it would be through pictures of days long past.
POVERTY BY THE NUMBERS
Overall, poverty figures have improved since 1981. Less than 1.3 billion people live below the poverty line today, as compared to 1.9 billion in 1981. However, the data is somewhat skewed as East Asia was the poorest region in the world at that time. With the industrial boom in China and other East Asian nations, absolute poverty in the region was cut by nearly 60%. This is a remarkable achievement, but it distorts the figures. In absolute terms, the number of poor people living in South Asia has remained unchanged, and the number of poor people living in sub-Saharan Africa has nearly doubled since 1981.1 The populations of these regions have increased, but our capacity to empower them in a holistic manner has not kept pace.
Look beyond the numbers. Absolute poverty has been reduced in many places, but in others, the picture is not as bright. A greater shift is needed to raise the economic levels of those still stuck in extreme poverty. Strategic investment is needed. When dealing with poverty estimates and international development figures in general, it’s important to look beyond the numbers. They don’t tell the whole story.
This book explores many of the past and existing approaches that have been taken toward the underserved world, and then looks at new, forward-thinking approaches that need to be implemented. It places the private sector at the helm of sustainable development. It also raises questions we should all be asking when participating in any sort of international activity.
Empowerment and sustainability are common threads that will be explored throughout this book. Yes, these words are often overused. But do we really understand them? Do we know how they relate to development at the global level?
The transformation of pursuing positive change and progressive development won’t be a single epiphany, but a process that will take time. It will take a collective effort of trial and error, learning what works and what doesn’t. It’s about the voyage as much as it is about the destination.
WHERE WE’VE COME FROM
CHAPTER 3
CONFRONTING TRADITION
The United States cannot feed every person, lift every person out of poverty, cure every disease, or stop every conflict. But our power and status have conferred upon us a tremendous responsibility to humanity.
-RICHARD LUGAR
I’m writing from an American perspective, because it’s what I know best, but the information applies generally to Western practices toward the underserved world. Whether we’re talking about official aid distributed by the government, monies or supplies donated by the private sector, or volunteer trips abroad, a shift needs to take place. Our dollars aren’t having the impact they should, and in this section, we’ll explore some reasons why.
My grandfather always told me never to forget where I came from, I think so I would always remember how I was raised and not get a proverbial “big head.” And, in that same vein, I think we need to look at where foreign aid has been, and where it is now, so we can understand what needs to be done moving forward.
GOVERNMENT’S APPROACH TO DEVELOPMENT
Why does foreign aid matter? According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the United States gave more than $33 billion toward development assistance in 2009. This means the United States government used $33 billion to support “development,” whether pure development or not. This is a huge amount of money that is spread across the globe on an annual basis to dozens of nations and thousands of projects; the amount is generally increased each year in relation to GDP and is nearly five times the $7 billion the United States gave toward similar aid programs in 1980.1 With foreign aid making up more than $33 billion of our tax expenditures each year, we need to ensure this money is being invested wisely.
It should be noted that, while the United States is one of the most generous foreign aid donors in terms of dollars expended, it is one of the least generous donors when taken as a percentage of the nation’s gross domestic product (GDP). While Sweden – the most generous donor as compared to GDP – gives nearly 1% of its GDP toward foreign aid annually, the United States gives only .19% of its GDP toward foreign aid each year.2 In this harsh economic climate, many believe foreign aid cuts should be at the top of the list; however, when we look at it this way, it’s such a miniscule portion of the United States’ GDP to start with. Cutting foreign aid is not the solution. Supporting the underserved world is not where our economic problems lie.
FOREIGN AID
What is foreign aid? It’s defined by the U.S. Foreign Assistance Act (FAA) as “’any tangible or intangible item provided by the United States government to a foreign country or international organization…including but not limited to any training, service, or technical advice, any item of real, personal, or mixed property, and agricultural commodity.’”3 Foreign aid encompasses a wide scope of activities that are pursued for various reasons, including political and military strategy. Though called foreign “aid,” it can either be used for humanitarian aid or pure development.
Official foreign investment in the underserved world is important not only as a means to improve the quality of life for the underserved, but also as a political olive branch of sorts. Using aid as a political or military strategy is a separate issue that will not be discussed here – but it should be noted that foreign aid is a vital tool for the United States government. Besides the millions of people that do benefit from such assistance each year, eliminating it would not win the U.S. any allies. Likewise, as one of the most industrialized nations in the world, foreign aid is a responsibility the United States must uphold. It’s a necessary and highly crucial function of the U.S. government.
The first poverty-focused ideals in the United States were introduced by President Harry Truman in 1949 and paved the way for the Foreign Assistance Act (FAA), which was signed in 1961 and provided the foundation for the foreign aid mechanism that is still in place today. President John F. Kennedy established the Agency for International Development in 1961, today called the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). USAID was established to be the primary development-focused aid delivery mechanism for the United States.4 While it still has a large and very important role, its effectiveness as a distributor and advocate of pure development has been limited by a number of factors.
Today, there are more than fifty different units distributing U.S. foreign aid.5 Yes, fifty. No, not all these units have the same responsibilities and fiscal dimensions as USAID or the State Department (with annual economic assistance budgets of more than $11 billion each),6 but the system has become so fragmented that there are fifty separate entities representing the United States’ aid interests abroad.
Plus, each of these agencies has a different mandate, a different motivation for distributing monies, and a different vision for how to do it. These varying objectives have gone so far as to cause coordination problems in the field because Government Unit A has one goal for a specific program while Government Unit B has another.7 These differences of opinion and clashing visions between representatives of the same government mean the underserved world is not getting the most effective aid dollars possible.
The United States foreign aid mechanism has many structural issues that prevent development experts from doing the jobs they were hired for. Constant realignment of the bureaucratic machine and fighting between agencies of the same government create an inhospitable environment for long-term, collaborative planning. Our tax dollars are caught up in the debate.
As mentioned previously, millions of people do benefit from foreign aid programs each year, but are they having the impact they could? Is benefiting someone enough, or should we aim higher? Should empowering be the ultimate goal?
If the United States – just one of the nations doing so – gives billions of dollars to support programs in the underserved world each year, why does poverty still exist? The United States has been officially distributing foreign aid for more than fifty years at a steadily increasing annual rate. Why are conditions only marginally improving? If we’re spending all this money on “development,” why aren’t the underserved nations of the world seeing drastic changes? These are all questions we should be asking of our tax dollars. If we want to see an end to absolute poverty, it won’t be easy – but the first step is speaking up.
WHY POVERTY IS HARD TO KILL
Some argue poverty has so many different forms and contexts that we’re constantly trying to catch up with. They say it’s hard to effectively eradicate poverty when it’s always rearing a different head. It makes people want to give up. But that’s sort of an easy out.
Yes, poverty is a multi-headed beast and one that is hard to kill, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be done. The underlying issues of poverty are as vast as the stars in the sky and vary from nation to nation given different cultural factors. In some nations the underlying issues of poverty could be corruption, natural disasters, the prevalence of certain diseases, or lack of access to education. This can be an overwhelming fact; how are we (participants in development) ever supposed to deal with poverty and ultimately end it if we constantly have to adjust to different underlying factors?
The truth is twofold: 1) We suck it up, put on our big-kid underwear, and realize development is a case-by-case, day-by-day endeavor and is not a model that can be copyrighted and used in the same way over and over. 2) We realize we’re not the ones who should be running the programs anyway. We should be supporting and empowering, not taking over. The responsibility is not ours to bear.
We can never understand cultural norms and traditions the way indigenous people can; the locals should be the ones in charge of their own development. We should be sharing knowledge and experience, helping find ways to customize programs, building capacity – our role should not be running the programs.
We should be supporting and empowering, not taking over. The responsibility is not ours to bear.
For example, imagine you – as a Westerner – have work experience in an area of sub- Saharan Africa where AIDS is a big problem, and you want to get involved in developing a business training and capital acquisition program for people living with the disease. This is a worthwhile undertaking. You can bring business experience and even capital to the table. Many people around the world want to learn business the “Western” way, and there’s nothing wrong with discussing how things have been done in your home country. However, the cultural context of that nation may not allow for business to be done the “Western” way.
Even if you’ve been in that nation for fifteen years, you still can’t understand the culture the way indigenous people do. Likewise, your experience can only take you so far – each case is unique and should be treated as such. Your role should be an advisory one.
The people of the underserved world need to believe in their own capacity.
Ownership for those involved is key. If they see us running the program, taking care of all the details, and setting everything up for them, they will see us as the solution, as the answer to the problems in their country. That’s exactly what we need to be moving away from. The people of the underserved world need to believe in their own capacity. They need to be empowered to develop lasting solutions to their own problems.
The point is not to back away completely or be afraid of sharing the knowledge and experience we have, but local actors should be the driving force; they should be the owners, operators, and faces of programs serving the underserved. They should be the ones going into the rural areas and speaking to people living with HIV/AIDS to ask what training is needed.
This is not a simple thing to ask of any Westerner, because we’re wired to find solutions and run with them. We’re taught to push forward. Believe me, I know. But when it comes to the underserved world, we have to listen first and react later. We have to be capacity builders, not capacity killers.
The experience development practitioners bring to the table should not be overlooked, because we carry with us the benefit of knowing how things have worked in other places. However, our job is to create capacity, not perpetuate dependency. We have a difficult job that’s also a great privilege – seamlessly sharing and enabling at the same time.
Westerners are really good at taking charge, whether we’re talking about government representatives, private leaders, or ordinary citizens. This can be both a good thing and a bad thing. Where it gets messy is when we go into underserved nations using our top-down approach and expect our Western-developed solutions to work in cultures we can never fully understand. We think we can fix things if everyone will just listen to us.
I’ve heard countless stories around the globe of Americans (and other Westerners) coming into underserved regions and trying to dive right in and take control. I’ll admit, there have been times I’ve been working with individuals or organizations in the underserved world and just want to tell them to get out of the way – I’ll let them know when I have the project set up and need their input. But what we often don’t realize – and what I’ve forgotten myself, at times – is that local input is the only thing that will create an effective program.
Setting up a microfinance bank in Tanzania was not a case where I wanted everyone to get out of the way and let me do it. It was a very collaborative atmosphere. Everyone had great things to contribute – but, even then, I still found it difficult to hand over control.
After working to help set up a microfinance bank in Tanzania, which I’ll discuss in more detail later, I wrote this in my journal:
About the time I was getting ready to leave, I relapsed. I trusted the people I was handing the materials to, but that didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to be there. The second I handed over those documents, I wasn’t going to have control anymore.
The truth is, I continue to be very involved with that bank, as I serve on the board of directors. The collaboration I experienced while there in person still exists even when I’m an ocean away. But I got nervous before leaving – I started to think I knew best. I was afraid of what might happen when I was no longer there.
Things are moving full-steam ahead today, probably much more so than if I were present. They don’t need me to be there – they have far more local knowledge than I ever could. I let my Western-centric attitude do the talking for a little while, but then I realized I just needed to move out of the way.
I work with people and organizations in the underserved world because I have knowledge of what has and has not worked in other places. The point of my being there is to assist, to share experiences, to help paint a full picture – not to take over. My job – like the job of anyone involved in pure development – should be to empower and to join my experience with that of others to create something synergistic, something that can transform lives. I have to remember that every time I start getting the itch to take over – it’s not about me.
Ask anyone involved in trying to serve the underserved, and at one point or another they’ve wanted to throw in the towel and go be a garbage truck driver or travel agent – or anything less complex than trying to help develop a nation or people group. I’ve been there.
It’s not supposed to be easy. Poverty is a complex issue and one that requires a comprehensive strategy and expertise to effectively maneuver. Let’s not argue that it’s simple and easy if we just pursue the right strategies. It’s not. It’s messy. It’s sickening. It’s confusing, and it’s appalling. But that doesn’t mean it can’t be overcome if we focus on effective, lasting solutions that are developed on a case-by-case basis. Besides, all the blood, sweat, and tears are worth it when you see just one person cross that poverty threshold and move him/herself (and family) into a better life. That’s why my career is dedicated to this frustrating, rewarding field.
Poverty may be tough to kill, but it’s not impossible. We haven’t gone about our international participation in the smartest way possible; but if we – as a responsible, committed citizenry – will bring our heads together and demand more from our dollars and volunteer hours – be they public or private – we can kill poverty at the root one day at a time.
DEALING WITH CORRUPTION
This book is not going to gloss over corruption and pretend it doesn’t exist. A huge barrier to effective change in the underserved world is corruption. In order to maintain legitimate relations with sovereign nations, the United States government often has to give foreign assistance through the governments of underserved nations. When this happens, there is no guarantee money will go where it’s intended.
Particularly in Africa, corrupt leaders are as common as cell phones on the global market. Not every leader in Africa is corrupt, and it should be noted that corruption exists throughout the world, in both very poor and very wealthy countries. However, the truth remains that it is an all too common problem across the continent. Even though African nations have some of the lowest GDPs in the world, the continent also has some of the wealthiest leaders.
How do these corrupt leaders have so much money, you might ask? They exploit the very people they were elected to fight for. They use funds that were earmarked for development activities to grow their personal portfolios; they exploit people by using their nation’s resources for their own personal gain. African nations have vast natural resources that are not frequently discussed as powerful economic stimulators; all too often, leaders sell the resources and keep the profits, rather than investing them in society.
Corruption can exist at all levels of the bureaucratic machine. Where it does exist, it usually starts at the top and goes all the way down into every facet and branch of government. There is very little the average person can do to combat such exploitation, and most are left to pay bribes or risk the consequences.
In relation to development, corruption is a barrier that must be dealt with. There’s no denying it exists. Working with local organizations that have experience dealing with the culture of corruption in a local context is helpful in overcoming some – not all – of these barriers. Likewise, understanding the types of corruption that exist in the underserved nation in which you’re hoping to work can also be useful in developing strategic plans for how to maneuver such situations. Going in with eyes wide open is one of the most important pieces of advice you’ll receive, because although it may be hard to plan for every situation, being prepared for what you could face is key.
USAID is working in many corrupt nations to deal with some of the issues from a political standpoint – a vital role. However, private organizations have an important advantage in the underserved world because they don’t have to be as sensitive to relational dynamics between governments. Their mission is to serve the people in whatever ways they can, and it is therefore not necessary for them to funnel money through governments – at least in most cases. This can help eliminate one piece of the corruption puzzle.
CORRUPTION IS REAL
I remember hearing a story in one African nation about the owner of a large grocery store chain in the country. This man was waiting on a shipment of ice cream that was coming into the main port of the nation, and then had to travel several hours by truck to one of his stores. There was a very tight window from the time the ship docked to the time it had to be unloaded at the store and refrozen. Customs officials held up the loaded trucks and demanded the store owner pay to have them released.
This man had dealt with corruption many times before and was not going to give in. After a couple days of petitioning local officials, the store owner became increasingly frustrated. By this time, the ice cream was nearing its maximum expiration date and the man threatened to have it dumped in the harbor if it wasn’t released to him – the rightful owner. When his conditions were not met, he ordered his driver to dump the whole container of ice cream into the nation’s main harbor. In it went. Every one of those customs officials was fired, and that man has never had another problem getting his shipments through customs.
Dumping things in the harbor may not always be your best option, but this man stood up to the corruption he faced. He wasn’t going to let it control his life, so he took a stand.
Corruption needs to be dealt with more effectively on the international scene by governments and governing bodies, but that’s not the point here. It exists, and we can’t go in blindly pretending it doesn’t; it should make us better prepared and more aware of the circumstances surrounding our international participation.
HAITI: THE COMPLETE STORY
Today, Haiti is a country waiting to be built. The problems are enormous and there is widespread urgency.
-RENÉ PRÉVAL
As mentioned previously, something clicked for me in Haiti. Going down with three friends, we served as emergency volunteers right after the January 2010 earthquake struck the island nation. Housed in tents at the airport/hospital/supply drop, we saw up close and personal what the emergency response system looked like. Yes, it was chaotic with so many agencies involved, but I also felt pride seeing all those shipments coming in; many came from the United States, and a plethora came with USAID emblazoned on them. The emergency response was a bit confusing, but with a natural disaster that killed 45,000+ and left nearly a million displaced, who wouldn’t expect some disorder?1
The real story for me, however, came from the other side of the airport’s fence, outside the confines of the Western-run disaster response area. The devastation was horrendous to see, but oddly, it wasn’t what really bothered me. The thing that really got to me – although it took a while to process – was the state of Haiti’s pre-quake economy and the general mindset of dependency that had pervaded much of the population.
THE VIEW FROM THE GROUND
After that 7.0 magnitude earthquake hit Haiti, I think many people watched the news coverage in disbelief of what had occurred. Even more so, I think everyone wondered what he or she could do to help out. Joel and Laura were in contact with some of their Haitian friends; the stories of devastation were horrific. One particular guy they knew had lost his wife and unborn child in the earthquake. He was trying to pull himself together for his other two kids.
The thing that got to me was the general mindset of dependency that pervaded the population.
The theme seemed to be shock. Everyone my friends spoke to had a story of where they were when the quake hit, of people they knew who didn’t make it. I listened to the stories they told and watched the news coverage of the devastation. Could I go to Haiti and help out, or would I just get in the way of a well-oiled rescue and recovery process?
It turned out the majority of Joel and Laura’s contacts in Haiti were indeed asking for help, asking for people to come down. Many hadn’t yet been reached by relief efforts at that time. Many locals were struggling to process what had occurred.
Joel and Laura said they were considering going down to help out; I don’t think I even took a breath before I said I wanted to go. That was it – the decision had been made. Joel, Laura, Nicole and myself were scrambling like crazy to pull everything together, to finalize work projects, to get travel vaccines, to renew passports, to prepare for more than a week of unknowns in just a couple of days.
Everyone at work in D.C. was very encouraging; I even worked with a girl from Haiti whose family was still there, and right before we left, she came to my desk to thank me for what I was doing. I don’t think I really understood why she was thanking me; but amidst the chaos of getting prepared, I was also getting excited about what we were about to do.
Some people didn’t understand why we would go to Haiti after such a horrible natural disaster. We were four individuals about to enter a disaster zone when the official word was that everyone should stay out and let the emergency response professionals do their jobs.
I understood why people were concerned. People like us could have easily gotten in the way – we could have caused more problems than we helped solve. We collectively talked about some of the concerns and decided to go as planned. Haitians were asking for help. We felt we could make a difference in some way, that we could serve in some capacity, even if just by listening.
I remember being anxious as we sat on the plane to Haiti, but I also remember being filled with hope. Almost everyone on our plane that night was dressed in cargo gear and work boots, headed down to help. There was an odd sense of camaraderie among those of us on that plane. None of us knew exactly what to expect, but we all knew we wanted to be there.
We had to land in the Dominican Republic and take an eight-hour bus ride to Port-au-Prince (PAP), Haiti’s capital. We stayed with a family outside the city our first night in Haiti. Their home was not destroyed, but had some visible cracks. For fear the house might still collapse, this large family all slept outside in makeshift tents. Pretty much the whole country slept in tents for months, even if their dwellings had not been destroyed, until engineers could inspect the structures.
The family we stayed with was that of the man who lost his wife and unborn child in the quake. He still had two kids and was staying with his in-laws for the time being. We were able to spend some time with all of them – talking, playing with the kids, helping them process. We stayed there for three nights and went into the city during the day.
The images, the sounds, and the smells of what the city was like during that time will be with me forever. It was house piled upon house, building piled upon building; it was tent cities with thousands trying to sort out what was next; it was faces stricken with grief but also filled with hope. It was a people who had lost so much.
Due to the concrete design of most structures, they had no give and therefore crumbled when everything started to shake. Because PAP is a city full of hills, we saw houses piled up on top of each other. Some broke into thousands of pieces, while others slid down hills but remained mostly intact. Others sustained major fractures and had cracks that made them unsafe to enter. The scene was like nothing I’d ever seen – huge piles of mangled concrete, and people wandering around, unsure what to think.
An idea of what downtown Port-au-Prince looked like immediately following the earthquake.
We were in Haiti at the very beginning of February. The rescue phase was all but over, and it was time to start recovering. There was no expectation that more people would be found alive. This was hard to swallow, because so many people still didn’t know what happened to their loved ones.
I think the four of us weren’t really sure how to react. We were all numb to an extent, trying to process what we were experiencing. I don’t think any of us slept much. I saw the hurting, mourning faces each time I tried to close my eyes. This was an entirely different version of reality.
The main hub for disaster relief was the airport in PAP. Shut down to commercial traffic, the airport was where all primary aid organizations were based and where all shipments from around the world came into. Surprisingly, we were able to enter the base, under the control of the American military, by simply flashing our U.S. passports.
This was an entirely different version of reality.
As most of the city’s and much of the country’s infrastructure was devastated by the quake, a bustling hospital compound was set up on this aid base at the airport. We walked over to the hospital tents to see how things were operating from a distance, so as not to get in the way, but quickly got pulled over to help.
Doctors and nurses were understaffed and overworked, and we found our presence was welcomed and needed at this two hundred plus bed hospital set up by the University of Miami. With tents dedicated to surgery, recovery, supplies, and one for the staff, the area was busy to say the least. Joel and I got recruited to help out with the supply tent. Shipments of medical supplies had been pouring in from around the world and were strewn about the area in piles delineated by distributing agency. No one had time to organize things the way they needed.
Neither Joel nor I had a medical background, but we worked as fast as we could to identify supplies and place them in aisles and piles in this massive tent. Doctors were running in during the middle of their surgeries needing this or that to successfully complete their operations. We were working as fast as we could to unpack, to identify, and to clearly mark what was where. We were making a tangible impact.
During this time, the four of us moved our tents from outside the city to the hospital at the airport. We slept just a short distance from the runway where planes were landing twenty-four hours a day to bring supplies and volunteers – planes full of diplomats coming to survey the damage and assess the need. Helicopters carrying supplies to the unreachable whirred above us.
We also visited a group of several hundred people that were staying in tents and makeshift housing in a man’s yard close to the city center. They didn’t have much food and even less water. Relief efforts hadn’t yet reached them.
We wanted to go back and try to help however we could. We decided to buy several bags of food from a wholesaler in PAP and take it to this group of people. We backed inside the compound, closed the gates, and got on the back of the truck to try and distribute the food in an orderly fashion.
Unfortunately, our orderly dreams turned into an ugly reality. People started pushing and shoving. Men grabbed the 50 lb. bags of rice and started running. Kids were screaming. People started grabbing us, trying to get to the food. They weren’t after us, but provision for their families. Though we were with two Haitians, they could do nothing to stop the chaos. We finally had to give up on our idealistic dreams of distributing an equal amount to each family. In the end, we had to throw the bags of rice into the crowd and head for the exit.
This experience was unlike anything I’d been through before. It was raw. We wanted to help, to provide them with something basic – but we in turn created havoc. We caused people to turn on one another out of sheer panic. Food was not just something basic; it was life.
The medical supply tent at the airport in Port-au-Prince – shipments came in twenty-four hours a day.
While I don’t regret that experience because I learned so much from it, I wouldn’t do it in that way again. I would make sure security forces were in place to handle any problems, and I would send a team in before the food arrived to organize the recipients into groups. I would also let locals we trusted distribute the food. They should have been leading the charge. We just wanted to help, and we made a mistake. However, I think we all learned a lot from it. We learned what to do and definitely what not to do – trial and error.
We were able to spend significant time with some of the patients in the hospital during our time on the base. Many had limbs amputated, and all had unforgettable stories of how they survived the quake. We were without medical experience, which meant we were only able to connect with these people on a basic level, simply hearing their stories and helping them process all they’d been through.
In that time of crisis, there weren’t nearly enough counselors and chaplains to go around. The ones that were present in the country were stretched way too thin, running from one location to the next. We were asked to step in, so we did.
Rows and rows of beds were stacked almost on top of one another in this makeshift hospital. Procedures were taking place behind nothing more than curtains. Doctors and nurses were running in and out.
One girl – probably about fifteen – was at school when the quake hit. There were one thousand five hundred kids in her school and she was the only one to make it out alive. She was in the rubble for several days before being pulled out. Her family was by her side at the hospital. She was still very weak and had a badly damaged leg, but there was hope in her eyes; she was happy to be alive. She was a fighter.
Seeing the medical staff doing their jobs was unbelievable to watch. Men and women had come from all over the world to serve in that hospital. Many had been there for weeks already; most hadn’t slept a full night since. Running around all day, and tossing and turning all night, these men and women were true heroes. The way they worked together, and the passion with which they faced each new day was an honor to witness.
Diagnosed with failure to thrive, Samuel was fighting for his life.
We heard story after story of how lives had been turned upside down, how lives had been spared, and how families were trying to move on. We were inspired. We were saddened. We were, hopefully, able to offer some hope. It was an unexpected, unforgettable experience for each of us – far beyond anything we could’ve imagined when we left home.
I remember one little boy named Samuel who was in the hospital. Not more than a few months old, he had breathing tubes in his nose and just laid there, unresponsive, when we went over to him. One of the nurses, running from patient to patient, trying to take care of all the needs, saw us going over to him. She came and told us his story.
Born to a woman who didn’t want him and didn’t know how to care for him, Samuel was alone in that hospital. He was not doing well. His diagnosis: failure to thrive.
You see, Samuel knew he wasn’t wanted. There was no one there for him. Much of his family was likely lost in the quake, and his mother couldn’t or didn’t want to care for him. The nurses and doctors spent every spare minute they had with him, trying to love him, and trying to let him know there were people who cared about him.
Samuel’s reason for being there wasn’t like the others. He didn’t have a limb amputated or an internal injury from falling debris. He simply wasn’t thriving. He didn’t see a reason to hold on. He didn’t have any fight left in his fragile little body.
I remember sitting at Samuel’s bedside, fighting back tears. I didn’t know what to do for him. I was overwhelmed by everything going on around me. I just remember trying to talk to him, trying to let him know he was loved and valued. He wasn’t responding, and he wasn’t getting any better. All of us tried to spend as much time with him as we could.
To this day, I don’t know what happened to Samuel. There was talk of extended family that would come and get him if he survived, but I wish I had pushed to know more. I was wrapped up in my own process, trying to understand it all. I hope Samuel pulled through, I hope people spending time with him gave him the fight he needed to survive. I do know he’ll always be with me. I won’t ever forget him.
A young boy who was pulled from the rubble after three days of being trapped underneath.
As our time in Haiti came to a close, we were all sad to be leaving, but encouraged that we were able to help out. Our time had been very fruitful; our experience had been an incredible one.
As we boarded our plane bound back home to D.C., we started the journey of processing all we’d seen and experienced during those eight days in Haiti. I can’t speak for Joel, Laura, and Nicole, but it took me a while to process all of it. Emotions of every kind came over me. Shock, awe, grief – yet hope. Anger, yet gratitude.
I was learning through doing. I was growing by experiencing. I was thankful to have gone and grateful to have seen. I was challenged by what I now knew. Sometimes the best way to learn is to get out there, immerse yourself in the culture, do the best you can, and learn from your mistakes.
After telling a good friend about Samuel and some of the things I saw, I wrote this on February 13, 2010:
THE HARSH REALITY
The United States government alone pumped $1.5 billion into the Haitian economy through aid between 1990 and 2009 (not to mention more than $2.5 billion from other foreign governments and billions from private sources); however, the quality of life and overall stability in Haiti even before the earthquake were terrible.2
With a population of less than ten million people, $4-plus billion is no small investment.3 Unemployment was 70% or higher, and the nation was in turmoil even before January 12, 2010. A 2009 report stated that only 30% of Haitians had access to sanitation and only 54% had access to clean water.4 The U.S. and many others have been incredibly generous to Haiti over the past two decades and beyond, so why were things so bad even before disaster struck in January 2010?
Some people say it’s because of corruption or all the hurricanes that hit Haiti with such frequency. I’m going to disagree. I believe it’s because the West (both the public and private sectors) has failed. I believe it’s because we’ve focused on short-term solutions rather than putting in the extra effort and working toward sustainable, long-term progress.
There’s no denying reports claiming that Haiti is the third most corrupt nation in the world.5 I’m sure they are true. But if that’s the case, and we’ve known about this corruption for a long time, why haven’t we adjusted our aid efforts to effectively deal with this? Why haven’t we thought outside the box for solutions that will develop the capacity needed to address these weaknesses?
Why have we kept throwing money into a nation like Haiti – which is not a unique example – for decades, when we know that money may never get where it needs to go, when we know corruption is king? This is a question for both the public and private sectors.
Maintaining is not enough; developing needs to occur.
Our support over the past several decades in Haiti has kept people alive; it’s helped maintain a certain level of stability. But has it really developed the nation and helped it move forward into a sustainable future? Keeping people alive and helping maintain stability should not be undervalued or overlooked, but more can be done. Long-term strategies that promote empowerment can mean the difference between surviving and thriving. Maintaining is not enough; developing needs to occur.
U.S. foreign aid dollars have helped immensely in the underserved world, but in many cases they haven’t been as effective as they could be. Every dollar sent should have the greatest impact possible. This is not even a development principle; it’s a business principle. The return on investment (ROI) needs to increase, because, at present, we’re investing billions around the world and seeing very little sustained change in return.
The process of investing in the underserved world in a smart, sustainable manner is much more intricate and complex than you might at first think. Everything affects something else, which we’ll talk more about later, but a short-term focus is much easier to deal with than a long-term project that requires constant adjustment, monitoring, and just more work in general. As we saw before, the foreign aid mechanism is messy, and I don’t blame USAID or other distributing agencies for having fragmentation issues associated with an unclear mandate – but excuses won’t eliminate poverty.
Those who work at foreign assistance agencies in the U.S. – particularly USAID – lack the empowerment needed to do the job their agency(ies) were commissioned to perform as a result of the aforementioned fragmentation issues. This is a structural problem, not a personnel problem.
As mentioned previously, humanitarian aid is necessary and useful, but alone, it’s not enough. As we see in the example of Haiti, governments and private actors (following the government’s lead) have focused on humanitarian aid projects, even during times of peace and calm. During those times, development should be the focus; projects that empower Haitians to lift themselves out of poverty should be front and center. Skills training, entrepreneurship training, targeted capital investments, and trade should be the emphasis. But, unfortunately, that’s not what we’ve seen in Haiti – or in many other nations.
The U.S. and others have poured aid into Haiti over the years, and as a result of the short-term focus of these monies and programs, an unhealthy mentality has been created in Haiti; a mentality that believes the West is obligated to help them – that it’s our responsibility to take care of them.
Not every Haitian feels this way, but many of the people I met – well-respected people and those in leadership positions – had this mindset. They’ve come to depend on the handouts of the West, and those who have grown up with that mindset all around them genuinely don’t know anything different. This culture of dependency, this idea of looking to the nations of the West for provision, is prevalent in Haiti today.
In late 2010, after I’d been back from Haiti for several months, I was at a big event in New York with the First Lady of Haiti and several high-ranking members of her husband’s government. The First Lady herself was very gracious, as were several members of her staff. However, I was struck by the attitudes of some of the officials I spoke with. There was a sense of being disappointed in the international community, despite the months of work and billions of dollars that had been funneled into their nation to help with the rescue and recovery process. While I agreed that parts of the response could have been coordinated more effectively, the generosity shown on behalf of the rest of the world couldn’t be mistaken for anything but compassion for a hurting people.
There was an expectation in their voices, however, that the West would solve their problems. There was a disappointment that things weren’t yet better. Their willingness to look anywhere but inside Haiti for answers revealed their outward-looking focus.
THE LIGHT BULB BLINKS AGAIN
Upon returning from Haiti, processing all I’d seen, sharing my experiences with friends, family, and coworkers, and attending the aforementioned event in New York, the light bulb blinked again. I had an epiphany about the whole development process, Haiti included. I had always learned about and subsequently viewed development in short-term chunks. Humanitarian aid and development had become all jumbled together in my own mind.
It was the way I had seen things done, and consequently expected them to be done, but it was failing. I was shaken by this revelation. The so-called development strategies I learned about – that were supposed to transform lives in a lasting manner – simply weren’t transforming. I didn’t blame the Haitians. I blamed my own way of thinking. It’s not their fault they’ve been given aid for years that has never empowered them to be responsible for their own success or failure.
It was the way I had seen things done, but it was failing.
It’s not even their fault they have a mindset of dependency today. We – as the industrialized nations of the West – also bear responsibility for not pursuing projects that would empower and enable the people of Haiti to lift themselves out of poverty. We’ve grown comfortable being the solution, never bringing to the table those who matter most.
We’ve helped many people in the underserved world, but some of our good intentions have fallen short.
Think about it for a second…if you had been consistently handed provision for decades and were never challenged to make changes that would get you away from this vicious cycle, wouldn’t you settle into that mentality and be quite content? I know I would. If you saw foreigners coming in and taking over the development of your country through their Western-based solutions, would you feel very empowered to get involved and contribute something? I certainly wouldn’t. This is the real problem with the pursuit of short-term, humanitarian aid programming on its own over a long period of time: it creates a world in which handouts are the norm and dependency reigns. Complacency is commonplace.
This dependency in Haiti reflects a poverty of dignity and hope as much as it does a poverty of material resources. The West’s continuing cycle of humanitarian aid – even when development has been called for – has made Haitians believe the solutions to their problems couldn’t possibly lie within themselves. This creates a society void of dignity and hope – a society defined by a poverty of dignity and hope.
Some might argue the people of Haiti were never motivated to begin with, that they wouldn’t have wanted empowerment even if it had been the focus of our development efforts from the start. That could be the truth for some people, but I believe in the dignity of the human race; I believe each of us wants to be empowered, wants to be the solution to our own problems, and wants to get a hand up more than a handout. Yes, as can be seen in cases like Haiti, that mindset of dignity can turn into one of dependency if we’re not challenged and are handed everything without any expectation of change. But at the core, I believe people want to work and want to be responsible for their own success or failure. I’ve seen too many cases of this around the world to believe otherwise.
The actions of the West should not be viewed as an excuse for Haitians or any other group of people to sit by and do nothing – they should be responsible for their own situations. What we need to understand, however, is that some of the dependency we see in the underserved world today has emerged as a result of our failed assistance policies. We’ve viewed them as a charity case, and they’ve viewed us as their solution – a vicious cycle.
I’ve come to realize – begrudgingly, no doubt – that my way of relating to the underserved nations of the world is part of the problem. I get so frustrated by seeing dependency, by listening to people expect myself or my country to fix their problems. But my own approach toward development is what created that mindset. Much of my frustration should be redirected toward my colleagues and myself. We’ve helped many people in the underserved world, but some of our good intentions have fallen short.
Haiti and other nations in the underserved world are not stuck in poverty and embattled with corruption because of the West. That said, we also haven’t contributed in a progressive way to the solution. Largely, the focus we’ve pursued has only perpetuated the dependency that’s been building for decades. If we’re going to be involved – which the billions of dollars we spend each year say we are – why not have the greatest impact possible? Why not be part of the long-term solution rather than a contributor to the problem?
As Darrow L. Miller states in Against All Hope: Hope for Africa, “In many cases, foreign aid has actually contributed to poverty and underdevelopment. The money and resources flowing into Africa from the West have had the unintended consequence of feeding dependency…”6 When we see ourselves as the solution, so will everyone else, forever perpetuating dependency until that chain is broken.
Haiti is not unique. Nations in Africa are not unique. The same policies that have driven our assistance efforts in one part of the world have been used in every other part of the world. We can do better. If we want to witness an end to extreme poverty, we must do better.
STATE OF AFFAIRS
We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.
-ALBERT EINSTEIN
It’s important to understand what foreign aid looks like today and the challenges organizations around the globe face when trying to obtain it from Western governments, specifically the United States.
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