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 Africa

Comfort for the poor

E
very day at work I am 
confronted by the faces, 
voices and sounds of the 
homeless of the inner 
city of Cape Town. They 

gather early in the morning at the 
St George’s Cathedral soup kitchen 
for a warm meal — for many their 
only meal of the day. On some days 
somebody plays the most wonderful 
tunes on the piano. Here they find 
comfort and company — a haven 
for a few brief hours from the harsh 
realities of their lives on the streets 
of the Mother City.

The desperate reality of hunger is 
not confined to the cities of South 
Africa. It happens in Manzi, Maputo, 
Maseru, Lilongwe and Harare, as 
well as in most rural areas in the 
Southern African region. 

At the beginning of this year the 
Economic Justice Network (EJN) of 
the Fellowship of Christian Coun-
cils in Southern Africa (Foccisa) 
and other faith-based organisations 
(FBOs), including the Southern Afri-
can Catholic Bishops’ Conference, 
the Dennis Hurley Peace Institute 
and Islamic Relief, organised a con-
ference on Poverty Alleviation in 
Southern Africa. This initiative was 
supported by the Southern Africa 
Trust. The main aim of the confer-
ence was to bring together FBOs 
from 11 countries in Southern Africa 
to discuss issues of mutual concern 
within the context of the Southern 
African Development Community 
(SADC) and to see how we can allevi-
ate poverty in the region. 

Delegates formed a faith-based 
network on food security and are 
working together to develop advo-
cacy strategies for the SADC secre-
tariat and other organs and institu-
tions of the SADC.

In addition the EJN organised 
regional activities in South Africa, 
Swaziland, Lesotho and Malawi as 
part of a global campaign on the 
Right to Food held from October 14 
to 21. On International Food Security 
Day, October 16, EJN, Hope Africa 
from the Anglican Church in South-
ern Africa and the Treatment Action 
Campaign organised a joint demon-

stration outside Parliament in Cape 
Town. A statement was handed 
over calling on SADC governments 
to keep their promise to eradicate 
hunger and poverty as stated in the 
Millennium Development Goals and 
to develop comprehensive plans to 
tackle the challenge of food insecu-
rity in the SADC region.

In the Tanzania Declaration on 
Food Security heads of state commit-
ted themselves to allocating 10% of 
government budgets to food security. 
Yet only Malawi is honouring this 
commitment. Why is it so difficult for 
governments to fulfil their commit-
ments? Why will most countries in 
sub-Saharan Africa fail to reach the 
first Millennium Development Goal of 
halving poverty and hunger by 2015? 

Why does it always seem as if 
access to food is a privilege and not 
a right? Article 25.1 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights states: 

“Everyone has the right to a stand-
ard of living adequate for the health 
and wellbeing of him and of his fam-
ily, including food, clothing, hous-
ing and medical care.” The Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights goes further in 
stating that all parties recognise the 
“fundamental right of everyone to be 
free from hunger”, and signatories to 
the covenant will take the necessary 
measures to realise this right. 

FBOs are actively engaged in 
making people aware of their right 
to food. It is not enough for the 
church to merely provide food in 
times of need. We need to ask ques-
tions and engage at a policy level on 
these issues. We believe that food 
is not a handout, it is a hand up. In 
the words of Bishop Helder Camara 
from Rio de Janeiro: “When I give 
people food they say I’m a Christian; 
when I ask why people don’t have 

food they say I’m a communist.” 
FBOs are committed to engag-

ing SADC and all governments to 
realise the right to food and food 
security for all. Food security means 
access by all people at all times to 
enough food for an active, healthy 
life. We recognise the importance 
of addressing policy issues around 
food production, land, agriculture 
and the lack of preparedness of 
Southern African states for drought 
and other calamities. We are com-
mitted to advocating for our govern-
ments, the SADC secretariat and its 
programmes to address the issues of 
poverty alleviation and the right to 
food and food security for all. 

Reverend Malcolm Damon is execu-
tive director of the Economic Justice 
Network of Foccisa. For more infor-
mation on the EJN and its activities, 
visit www.ejn.org.za
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