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How can faith better contribute to the fight for social justice in the 21st century? 

Mr Andrew Felton, The World Bank Group 

 

Thank you.  On behalf of Dr. Kim and the World Bank, I want to thank you for the invitation to 

join your celebration and may I congratulate the Salvation Army on its 150 year history of meeting 

people’s needs around the world with compassion, dignity and dedication.   

 

2015 is a pivotal year.  Your 150 year celebration comes at an opportune moment as the world 

comes together at the United Nations in September to agree a new set of Sustainable 

Development Goals. They will replace the existing MDGs –which expire at the end of 2015. The 

SDGs will act as both a siren call and be a bench mark for how we address the inequality billions 

of people face every day across the world.  

 

In 2013 the World Bank endorsed two goals for the institution, to end extreme poverty by 2030 

and boost shared prosperity. To accomplish the first, we must reduce the proportion of the global 

population living on less than $1.25 dollars a day to below 3 percent. To accomplish the second, 

we must grow the incomes of the bottom 40 percent of people in developing countries at a rate 

faster than the national average. Both goals seek to ensure that poverty does not prevent people 

from achieving their full potential. 

 

The world has made great strides in reducing extreme poverty over the last 25 years –we’ve 

reduced the proportion of the world’s population living in extreme poverty from 36 percent to 

12 percent. We should all be proud of this achievement, as we have never seem this scale of 

improvement in so many people’s lives and there is no reason why our generation cannot be the 

one to witness the end of abject and extreme poverty.   
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Why the Goal of Ending Extreme Poverty?   

However ending poverty by 2030 is an ambitious goal. To achieve it, 1 million people a week will 

have to be lifted out of extreme poverty, that’s the same as the population of Birmingham. Every 

week … for 15 years.  

The World Bank certainly cannot do this alone. In fact all of the developments agencies from the 

UN, to DFID, to Oxfam to the Salvation Army will fail unless we strive to break out of business as 

usual and create dynamic partnerships aligned behind the SDGs.  

We need to use a combination of evidenced-based poverty reduction strategies and citizen-

driven demand for change – we need a movement and we need to work with partners such as 

the private sector to create jobs, drive growth which enables all within a society to realize their 

potential.  

In many ways the easier victories have already been won. The rapid economic growth in China 

has lifted over 300 million people out of poverty, millions more in Vietnam, India, Brazil, South 

Africa have seen their lives and those of their children improve.  

But the world economy needs to grow faster, and grow more sustainably. To end extreme 

poverty and boost shared prosperity, it needs to grow in a way that ensures the extreme poor 

and the bottom 40 percent receive a greater share of the benefits of that growth.  

It will get harder as we get closer to achieving the goal to reach the most marginalized and 

vulnerable. Today, 70 percent of the world’s extreme poor live in rural villages. They are mostly 

farmers or work in informal jobs – providing services to rural populations.  

In fragile and conflict affected states delivery of development outcomes is especially difficult and 

gains are prone to be undone. In these countries and regions we need to get smarter about the 

politics at play and we need to think how we counter the corrosive but for some compelling 

narrative of violent extremism. 
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We have to invest more in people, especially through education and health. The opportunity to 

get children off to the right start happens just once. Investments made in children early in life 

bring far greater returns than those made later on 

You may be asking yourself, why the focus on extreme poverty- which the UN and WB define 

as people living on less than $1.25 a day? It’s a very useful yardstick that forces the international 

community to focus its attention on the most vulnerable and marginalized.  In simple terms it’s 

about dignity, equality and opportunity, the values we look to in our own society. 

 

This is why the Bank’s second goal of boosting shared prosperity is so critical, lifting the incomes 

of the bottom 40% in developing countries. For the World Bank this is huge step. For decades 

the Bank largely considered the growth of an economy to be the singular mark of progress. 

Investment in people and communities was harder to gauge and didn’t lend itself to the 

economic models of the day. That’s changed. Now we have clear evidence that investing in 

health services, improving education and perhaps most importantly keeping girls in school and 

giving women equal access to economic opportunity are fundamental to the development of 

societies and economies. In simple terms we now have evidence to prove that inequality is bad 

economics and that argument is vital to win when discusses the future direction of countries with 

governments as the Bank does on a daily basis. 

 

Faith communities and organizations will be instrumental to the success of this agenda- as 

organizations like the Salvation Army can mobilize substantial constituencies, harnessing both 

moral authority and trust.  You can help to lift millions out of the quicksand of poverty and where 

necessary be the voice to hold governments accountable.  So direct action and accountability, 

you cannot have one without the other. 

 

World Bank’s Faith Initiative.  In January, 2014 the WBG launched a new Faith Initiative to 

revitalize and strengthen the Bank’s engagement and partnership building efforts with faith-

inspired organizations- including with international FBOs such as the Salvation Army.   
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We recognize that religion permeates almost every facet of development and that faith 

communities often serve as first responders when disasters strike and are critical providers of 

basic social services.  In February of this year we hosted a half day meeting between President 

Kim and leaders from over 30 religious and faith-based organizations, including the Salvation 

Army.  After a robust and constructive dialogue, Dr. Kim committed to sharing knowledge and 

finding ways to foster greater collaboration, particularly in the areas of health, education, social 

protection and in fragile contexts (where extreme poverty is increasingly concentrated).   

 

While we need to bring to bear the best knowledge, evidence and technical approaches to end 

extreme poverty- technical approaches alone will not be enough.  Ending extreme poverty will 

require a revolution in social and political will- fueled by a sense of hope and common purpose.  

The Salvation Army is clearly well placed given your history, reach and legitimacy to make an 

important contribution.    

 

The Moral and Spiritual Imperative to End Extreme Poverty.  Following the February 

Roundtable, a diverse group of interfaith thought leaders came together to develop a common 

statement around the moral and spiritual imperative to end extreme poverty. The statement 

captures the shared values and convictions that unite the world’s major religions in this common 

cause.  The moral imperative is both a statement of inspiration but also a call to action.  The 

moral imperative can help drive a movement forward by inspiring communities to act now to end 

extreme poverty and advocate for governments to do the same.   The statement is not meant to 

endorse the World Bank Group itself, instead it endorses the shared goal of ending extreme 

poverty by 2030 which will be captured in the SDGs.   

The statement reads “As leaders from diverse religious traditions, we share a compelling vision 

to end extreme poverty by the year 2030. For the first time in human history, we can do more 

than simply envision a world free of extreme poverty; we can make it a reality…. We in the 

faith community embrace this moral imperative because we share the belief that the moral 

test of our society is how the weakest and most vulnerable are faring. Our sacred texts also call 
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us to combat injustice and uplift the poorest in our midst. No one, regardless of sex, age, race, 

or belief, should be denied experiencing the fullness of life.” 

The Salvation Army has been an active supporter and partner in this effort and I would like to 

take this opportunity to thank you on behalf of President Kim. 

 

For the initial launch of the statement in April we focused on getting the leaders of truly global 

organizations to serve as initial endorsers of the imperative. We are now working to share the 

statement with national religious leaders in countries across the world in order to re-launch the 

statement alongside an action plan at a major interfaith event at the Church Center in New York 

on September 24th, the day before the UN General Assembly discusses and agrees to a new set 

of development goals.  We appreciate your help so that this multi faith message serves as a 

catalyst in raising awareness and mobilizing greater commitment to those less fortunate around 

the world. This is the chance to agree a path to eradicate extreme poverty in many of our live 

times. 

 

This will require bold leadership and more diverse partnerships.  The World Bank is committed 

to playing its role by: leveraging $65 billion a year in finance development; sharing knowledge 

and scaling up solutions to the most vexing development challenges through our new Global 

Practices; working with countries to spur a data revolution so that we can better measure 

progress; and using our convening power to support movement building efforts to end extreme 

poverty.  

 

I want to close with a couple of ways in which the Salvation Army and other faith communities 

can play a particularly instrumental role in ending extreme poverty:   

 

First, you offer an holistic approach to human development- Looking ahead to the next 15 years 

it will be crucial pursue a more integrated approach that recognizes the multi-dimensional causes 

of poverty.  This is an approach that is already strong within the faith community.  
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Second, faith communities and leaders will be critical for helping to move states from fragility 

to recovery to longer-term development.   Very recent lessons from places such as Somalia and 

South Sudan confirm what we already know … there is no sustainable peace without 

development, and no sustainable development without peace. Faith organizations often step 

in to protect the vulnerable and provide basic services when governments are weak or are 

unwilling or unable.     

 

Third, you offer an ethic of stewardship that will be critical for protecting the planet and 

combatting climate change.   The devastating costs and consequences of climate change will 

derail our efforts to end poverty and undo the gains we have already made. The WB estimates 

that climate change could increase the costs of development by 25-30%. Climate change has the 

clear potential to sabotage our all our futures.  The Bank is actively working to promote climate 

smart agriculture, increase investments in renewable energy, promote smart and sustainable 

cities, and mobilize greater political will to reach a global agreement to place a price around 

carbon. This drive will culminate in Paris at the end of the year at the COP21 conference. It is 

estimated we need $100 Billion of additional financing each year to address mitigation and 

prevention in developing countries. The cost of no agreement is much much greater not just for 

us but the natural world. 

 

Finally, the moral authority of faith communities and your incredible capacity to mobilize 

constituencies will be critical for strengthening governance and holding governments 

accountable to their promises.     

I will close with the concluding words from the moral and spiritual imperative “Poverty's 

imprisonment of more than a billion men, women and children must end. Now is the time to 

boldly act to free the next generation from extreme poverty's grip”. Thank you 


