TOWARDS ECONOMIC JUSTICE

(Pastoral Letter)


“God destined the earth and all it contains for the use of all men and all peoples so that all created things would be shared fairly by all mankind under the guidance of justice tempered by charity” [1]

I. The Church, economic justice and social well-being


1. Two years ago, we published a pastoral letter entitled “Angola on the Road to Hope”, manifesting hope in the future of Angola. At that time, we wondered whether oil and other natural resources were against our hope. This question is still pertinent today and, as always, we are concerned about how to ensure the social well-being of the people. With this pastoral letter, we continue our mission to help build a dignified Angola for all Angolans.     


Two years later, Angola is living a time of grace and abundance with the spectacular resources deriving from the extractive industries, and thus has a sovereign opportunity to eradicate misery and social inequalities. In this sense, we applaud the commitment assumed by the President of the Republic when he said: “having established peace and national reconciliation, after decades of conflict, the Angolan Government is now promoting far-reaching actions to rebuild, or create from scratch the infrastructures that will permit the consolidation of democracy and the sustained development of the national economy, based on a market economy with social justice” [2].  Even so, we believe that it is now necessary to take concrete steps to attain this desideratum that we fully share. 


2. Wanting to help identify the most viable path for our country, the Church offers the principles of its social doctrine concerning the universal destination of goods, the preferential option for the poor, the common good, subsidiarity, participation and solidarity, for the consideration of us all. These principles “constitute the very heart of Catholic social teaching” (Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, “CSDC”, 160). 


The permanent principles of the social doctrine invite us to develop an economic vision inspired by moral values that “…permit people not to lose sight of the origin or purpose of these goods, so as to bring about a world of fairness and solidarity, in which the creation of wealth can take on a positive function” (CSDC 174). That is, a more human and inclusive world, where “…the progress of some will no longer be an obstacle to the development of others, nor a pretext for their enslavement” (CDSC 175).


It is from this starting point that we, concerned about human dignity in its fullest form, intend with this Pastoral Letter, to make our contribution to a more equitable, efficient, transparent and participatory economic vision, which our country so badly needs, based on the rule of justice, inseparable from charity. Our vision of economic justice is based, firstly, on the preferential option for the poor when dealing with the universal destination of goods. Bearing in mind that to all Christians and non-Christians, is given the command to care for “…the poor, the marginalized and in all cases those whose living conditions interfere with their proper growth” (CSDC 182). In this sense, the preferential love for the poorest must not ignore the immense difficulties that many people live, without hope of seeing these conditions improve. 

II. Poverty and Abundance


3. “Any type of improper accumulation is immoral, because it openly contradicts the universal destination assigned to all goods by the Creator” (CSDC 328). Therefore, “giving what is required to the needy is a task that is to be performed with humility because the goods do not belong to the one who distributes them” (CSDC 329). 


Angolan reality is truly “sui generis” [constituting a class of its own], in the sense of its great contrasts: on the one hand, apart from being privileged with water, arable land, fish and many other natural resources, we are also the second largest producer of oil in Sub-Saharan Africa and the fourth largest producer of diamonds in the world; on the other hand, we are one of the poorest countries in the world in terms of human development. This clearly constitutes the so-called “paradox of plenty”. In fact, this theory suggests that countries which depend on natural resources are characterized by a perverse economic performance that causes poverty, injustice and conflict.


For thirty years, Angola was affected by a war that absorbed much of its natural resources. The war not only impeded investments in the social and productive sectors, but also destroyed many of those already existing. As a result, we can see that the majority of our brothers and sisters still live in miserable conditions – without housing, schools, or access to health services. Thus, our country remains at shameful and unjustified levels, ranked in 160th place of the 173 countries in the human development index. Furthermore, the infant mortality rate (from 0 to 5 years) is 250 children per 1000 births [5].


There are great social inequalities in our country, since the vast majority lives in abject poverty, while a tiny minority lives in luxurious opulence. The United Nations Development Program, in its 2005 report on Angola, observed that the Gini coefficient – the internationally recognized indicator for the measurement of inequality – noticeably worsened, passing from 0.54 in 1995 to 0.62 in 2000. The higher the level of the Gini coefficient, the higher the state of inequality amongst people. It is important to mention, however, that values greater than 0.3 are already indicators of inequality in terms of national income distribution [6].


In 2005, the Angolan Gross National Product surpassed 2000 dollars per capita. Meanwhile, 68% of the Angolan population lives on less than 1 dollar per day, which means extreme and intolerable poverty. The consequences of such injustices are clearly visible, since they often lead to criminality, violence and prostitution, although these social disgraces may also have other causes. 


4. However, there is reason for hope. Looking at oil revenue from 2004, we note that there was a large rise, in that the Government collected 5.7 billion US dollars (1.7 billion in windfall) [7]. In 2005, this income increased, with the Government collecting 10.5 billion US dollars (5.0 billion in windfall) [8]. Unfortunately we do not yet have official information on oil revenues for the current year, but at the oil revenue management workshop held in May 2006, organized by the Finance Ministry and the World Bank, it was revealed that at least until 2011, oil-linked incomes will continue to rise sharply, possibly totalling as much as 40 billion US dollars that year. Thereafter, annual revenue will begin to decline and will probably end in 2030.


This is why we repeat here, what we already stated in our aforementioned Pastoral Letter, Angola on the Road to Hope: “it is imperative to provide for the interests of the coming generations, that will find it difficult to forgive the selfishness of the present generation, if it exploits the wealth that God created in their land for all His children, and not just for some”.

For the diamond sector, we know that production perspectives are more promising than ever, because production is also growing so rapidly that, according to official sources, the Government collected 930 million US dollars from this sector in 2005 [9]. Such figures could grow even higher in the next few years, because now the sector will not only sell rough diamonds, but also polished diamonds, which have greater added value. 


5. Still, it is important to emphasize that, besides the formal sector, there is a large informal or artisan sector called “garimpo”, whose protagonists operate without official license. It is estimated that in 2003 and 2004, between 250,000 and 400,000 unofficial diggers operated in the country, producing around a third of the total diamond production. This delicate problem needs to be handled adequately, and should bear in mind three considerations: 1) the illegality of unofficial prospectors deprives the State of its due taxes; 2) the inhuman treatment to which these prospectors are sometimes subjected constitutes a grave violation of human rights; 3) the utilization of diamond resources to create living conditions that satisfy the just aspirations of the local population could resolve many problems.


III. Promoting the Common Good


6.“The responsibility for attaining the common good, besides falling to individual persons, belongs also to the State, since the common good is the reason that the political authority exists” (CSDC 168)

Economic justice and social peace are only reached by following the principle of the common good. This principle deals with “…the sum total of social conditions which allow people, either as groups or as individuals, to reach their fulfilment more fully and more easily” (CSDC 164).  This principle is very much related to the holistic development of the human person and of his or her fundamental rights. Among the requirements of this principle, is precisely the provision of essential services to all persons and to the whole person.

In the opportunity given us by divine providence, the first step to take is to achieve macro-economic stability, a task that the Government has already begun, thus becoming worthy of our applause. Low inflation, stable foreign exchange rates and economic growth are all preconditions for the fight against poverty. However, as stated in the Economic Report of Angola 2005, published by the Catholic University of Angola, this must not become a mirage that impedes us from seeing the harsh reality that characterizes the country [11].


All policies related to the correct use of income from natural resources passes through the National Budget. This is because the Budget is the key instrument of Government policy. It should be comprehensive, taking into account all revenues and expenses, so that the necessary relationships between different policy options can be evaluated [12]. It should also ensure that revenue is managed in an efficient, equitable and transparent manner. Well-managed public finances “will have very positive effects on the economy, because it will encourage employment, growth and sustain business and non-profit activities and help to increase the credibility of the State as the guarantor of systems of social insurance and protection that are designed above all to protect the weakest members of society” (CSDC 355).

  
7. A wise investment policy is vital for our economic justice. We dare note here some priorities that should be privileged, such as: a) the creation of public services, above all in health and education; b) support for agricultural development, with the necessary infrastructures, especially means of communication; c) social assistance with special attention to large families, the elderly and the sick; and d) public monitoring. 


We are surprised to see the large slice of the National Budget that is still attributed to defence. While education and health only received 10.7% of the budget, defence and security received a portion of 14.8% of the same budget. In a climate of peace, we do not see the logic of this disparity.


IV. Access to information 


8. “…different subjects of civil community at every level must be informed, listened to and involved in the exercise of the carried-out functions [of the government]” [13].
If we want the democracy initiated in our country to move forward, it is evident that there must be participation and it cannot be restricted or reduced to some specific aspects of social life (CDSI, 189). Participation, however, is only possible if there is transparency in the management of public matters and access to information. 


It is clear that transparency and information sharing are fundamental for the attainment of the common good and the universal destination of goods. That is why there must be transparency in the extractive industries and above all in the management and application of its revenues.

In the oil sector, some access to information has been possible, given that the Government, on the official website of the Finance Ministry, has published some information on the quantity of revenues coming from the oil sector. Overall, these are only a few steps, and more must be taken, especially because we need to have access to independent data capable of confirming the veracity of the data presented by the Finance Ministry. Unfortunately, the Oil Activities Law no. 10/04, of 12th November, in Article 77 continues to require confidentiality, forbidding oil companies from publishing data or contractual aspects of a technical or economic nature. This law directly contradicts the right to information and should therefore be altered in the interest of the common good. In any case, if the legal instruments prohibit companies from publishing what they pay in Angola, they should at least do so in their countries of origin. 


9. In the diamond sector, the matter is more alarming, given that the Finance Ministry offers no official detailed information on the fiscal contributions of this sector. This situation requires that conditions are created to obtain credible information to be validated by various sources. What little information exists in the public domain has been made available by Endiama and through occasional pronouncements of Government leaders. Information from this sector needs to be published systematically, in a transparent and credible manner.


The difficulty in obtaining data on the diamond sector does not only refer to revenues, but also information on concessions for diamond prospecting. The mining companies that operate in the country are apparently more closed than those that operate in the oil sector. The first step that needs to be taken to shed light on this sector is to carry out a diagnostic assessment, as was done for the oil sector by the Finance Ministry and KPMG in 2004.


To strengthen and guarantee both transparency and access to information, it is necessary that the Government actively participates in international initiatives on transparency, such as the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative launched by the British Government in 2002. Angola would not be the first country to take such a step on the African continent, since other countries like Nigeria have already done so. 


Looking at the National Budget, where wealth redistribution is made effective, we can say that participation, transparency and access to information are weaker than desired. It is true that the quality of the National Budget has improved in post-war years. All the four phases of the budget process, however, still have some very problematic aspects, particularly with regards to public access. In the first phase, that of elaboration, no official information is available, making it impossible for the public to participate actively. The second phase, that of approval, is also relatively closed. The greatest problems, however, reside in the non-publication of quarterly and semi-annual budget execution reports. Thus, the public has no guarantee that the budget is being executed as approved by the National Assembly. Also highly problematic is the limited scrutiny and auditing of the National Budget, made more difficult by the absence of a General State Account.


It is therefore fundamental to continue improving the budget process in Angola, particularly the openness of the process, in order to facilitate the active participation of Civil Society. 


V. Our vision for Social and Economic Justice 


10. “When we attend to the needs of those in want, we give them what is theirs, not ours. More than performing works of mercy, we are paying a debt of justice”. [14]. “…what is already due in justice is not to be offered as a gift of charity” [15].


With the words of Saint Gregory the Great and the Vatican Council II, referred to above, we may conclude that our appeal for economic and social justice obliges us not only to charity but also to justice, bearing in mind the social and political dimensions of the problem of poverty that so greatly devastates our compatriots. That is why, as disciples of Jesus Christ, we launch our appeal asking for the following: 


10.1. The abundant revenues collected in these years from the natural resources that God gave to all the Angolan people should be universally used in the fight against poverty and misery of so many of our brothers and sisters, bringing to an end the disgrace of the “paradox of plenty”, keeping in mind not only the present generation but also those to come.


10.2. Public resources must be applied in an equitable, efficient and transparent manner, observing strict rules for their use.


10.3. Apart from the education, health and agriculture sectors, provinces and families must benefit from the National Budget, in the irreplaceable project of the common good. 


10.4. A social monitoring of all investments and public expenditures should be sought, so that budgetary distributions more effectively attain their intended purpose.


10.5. The management of the economy should become ever more open, transparent and participatory, as much in the extractive sectors as in the budget process, seeking to decentralize and reduce the bureaucratization of the economy, bearing in mind the principle of subsidiarity. 


10.6. Not only oil companies, but also mining companies in general, should share the responsibility of transparency, publishing here or in their countries of origin, the payments made to the Government as well as the conditions contained in the contracts that regulate their activities. 


10.7. In turn, the exploration of natural resources should not neglect the urgent conservation of the environment, which is being degraded by a frenetic felling of trees in certain parts of the country.


May the Patron Saint of Angola, whose day we celebrate today, bless this letter and all those who accept it as authentic. 


Luanda, 28th October 2006

The Angolan Catholic Bishops
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