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Benedict’s World Day of Peace statement  

– needs more on environment and population 

 

by Bruce Duncan
•••• 

 

The papal World Day of Peace on 1 January each year has become a landmark 

reflection on the state of the world, capturing feelings of good will during the 

Christmas season, and focusing hopes about human wellbeing, peace and 

development. 
 

However development experts may not be entirely happy with the 2009 statement. 

Possibly reflecting internal debates in Rome, it fails to grasp fully the significance of 

the environmental issues and their consequences for the population debate in 

particular. 
 

The 2009 statement, titled Fighting Poverty to 

build Peace, concentrates on ‘the negative 

repercussions for peace when entire populations 

live in poverty’. The theme is highly relevant, or 

course, stressing the importance of reducing acute 

poverty. Pope Benedict XVI recalls the words of 

Pope John Paul II in his 1993 World Day of Peace 

message: “This is a problem that the conscience of 

humanity cannot ignore, since the conditions in 

which a great number of people are living are an 

insult to their innate dignity and as a result are a 

threat to the authentic and harmonious progress of the world community” (#1). 
 

Key points 

Benedict notes that the complex processes of globalisation need to be managed in 

accord with the ‘principles of fraternity and responsibility’. He adds that there are 

‘non-material forms of poverty… marginalization, as well as affective, moral and 

spiritual poverty, seen in people whose interior lives are disorientated and who 

experience various forms of malaise despite their economic prosperity’ (#2). Quite so. 
 

Pope Benedict develops a moral perspective on issues around poverty. He notes the 

need to control ‘pandemic diseases’ but laments that countries ‘find themselves held 

hostage… by those who make economic aid conditional upon the implementation of 

anti-life policies’. He supports education and more flexible intellectual property rights 

to make medicines readily available in poorer countries (#4). 
 

He especially urges renewed efforts to alleviate ‘child poverty’, notably by ‘caring for 

mothers, commitment to education, access to vaccines, medical care and drinking 

water, safeguarding the environment and above all, commitment to defence of the 

family’ (#5). These include many of the key aspects of the UN Millennium 

Development Goals, though that term is not mentioned. 
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Benedict also strongly opposes the ‘immense military expenditure’ which diverts 

resources away from development efforts and risks starting a new arms race. He 

quotes Pope Paul VI that ‘the new name for peace is development’ (#6). 
 

To promote global solidarity, he calls for a ‘common code of ethics’, based on ‘the 

natural law inscribed by the Creator on the conscience of every human being’. To 

redress the marginalisation of the poor as a result of globalisation, he urges that 

‘people everywhere feel personally outraged by the injustices in the world and by the 

concomitant violations of human rights’ (#8). 
 

He notes the deterioration in terms of trade in commodities for many of the poorer 

countries, particularly in Africa, and appeals that all countries be given ‘equal 

opportunities of access to the world market, without exclusion or marginalization’ 

(#9). 
 

Critique of neo-liberalism? 

But it is surprising what is not said, especially about the global financial crisis and its 

cascading consequences. There is little critique of the neo-liberal economic 

philosophy underlying the financial scandals, an ideology which earlier Church 

documents have long opposed. Nor is there any substantial criticism of the extreme 

policies of market liberalisation pushed on to developing countries by the IMF, or the 

ideology behind the ‘Washington Consensus’ that has contributed to much of the 

economic distress in many countries.  
 

Instead, the document warns 

that ‘policies that place too 

much emphasis on assistance 

underlie many of the failures in 

providing aid to poor countries. 

Investing in the formation of 

people and developing a specific 

and well-integrated culture of 

enterprise would seem at present 

to be the right approach…’ I 

understand this to mean that 

foreign aid must build local 

economic capacity, not displace 

it. But the passage could 

misleadingly be used by critics of overseas aid.  Photo Courtesy: carf, clickr. 
 

The document concedes that increasing per capita income is important in the fight 

against hunger and absolute poverty, but warns ‘the illusion that a policy of mere 

redistribution of existing wealth can definitively resolve the problem must be set 

aside… Wealth creation therefore becomes an inescapable duty, which must be kept 

in mind if the fight against material poverty is to be effective in the long term’ (#11). 
 

This is a very curious paragraph, though the theologians of the American Enterprise 

Institute with its neo-liberal ideology may be delighted to see it. Yet what economists 

or policy makers in their right minds would oppose wealth creation, especially to 

alleviate poverty and hunger? It is surely setting up a straw man to oppose ‘mere 

redistribution’ of wealth in such a cursory manner. What has happened to the 

Church’s teaching on distributive and social justice, and the need to support equitable 
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policies of redistribution through taxation and the full range of social and government 

services we take for granted? Support for sensible policies of redistribution has long 

been a key plank in the Church’s social thinking. Why is this not mentioned?  

 

The document calls for incentives to establish ‘efficient participatory institutions’, to 

fight crime and support a ‘culture of legality’ (#11). It urges ‘an ethical approach to 

participation capable of harnessing the contributions of civil society… to promote the 

emancipation and social inclusion of those sectors of the population’ in extreme 

poverty (#12).  

 

This right to participate has been an important part of the Catholic Church’s social 

thinking, and more could have been made of this, particularly to challenge the neo-

liberal economic ideology and its immense concentration of global economic power. 

The Church has long called for the more effective distribution of economic power by 

spreading ownership much more equitably, including through cooperatives and 

schemes of worker participation or co-ownership. 

 

The Pope reiterates pleas to give ‘priority to the needs of the world’s poor’ (#13). He 

quotes Pope John Paul II saying that  the poor ‘ask for the right to share in enjoying 

material goods and to make good use of their capacity for work, thus creating a world 

that is more just and prosperous for all’. Benedict added that globalisation should be 

seen as a means ‘to place at the disposal of justice and peace resources which were 

scarcely conceivable before’ (#14). Elsewhere he has urged wealthy nations to 

support more vigorously the UN campaign to eradicate global hunger and the most 

acute poverty. 
 

Benedict urges Christians to help ‘not only by “giving from one’s surplus”, but above 

all by “a change of life-styles, of models of production and consumption, and of the 

established structures of power”’ (#15). Presumably the Pope will say more along 

these lines in his forthcoming encyclical, especially in light of the environmental 

crisis. 
 

The population issue 

However, many development experts will be puzzled by the document’s treatment of 

the population issue. Paragraph 3 states that “Poverty is often considered a 

consequence of demographic change. For this reason, there are international 

campaigns afoot to reduce birth-rates, sometimes using methods that respect neither 

the dignity of the woman, nor the right of parents to choose responsibly how many 

children to have; graver still, these methods often fail to respect even the right to life. 

The extermination of millions on unborn children, in the name of the fight against 

poverty, actually constitutes the destruction of the poorest of all human beings’ (#3). 
 

The document views the population issue through the lens of its opposition to 

abortion. It is true that some birth-control campaigns in the past have violated the 

rights of women and been coercive in the use of abortions. China has been a major 

example of these practices. But abuses by some agencies in birth-control programs 

have been strongly condemned at international conferences by feminists and human 

rights advocates as well as by Christian, Muslim and other religious groups. If such 

practices are reviving, they should be exposed and stopped. 
 



 4 

The document continues that the proportion of people living in absolute poverty has 

been halved since 1981, ‘and whole peoples have escaped from poverty despite 

experiencing substantial demographic growth’ (#3). However, the document does not 

acknowledge that most of this improvement has been in China, which has been 

curtailing its substantial population growth with a stringent one-child policy. This 

somewhat undermines the document’s argument against such birth control policies. 
 

Fighting Poverty to build Peace claims that the new economically powerful countries 

‘have experienced rapid development specifically because of the large number of their 

inhabitants.’ Among developed countries too, ‘those with higher birth-rates enjoy 

better opportunities for development. In other words, population is proving to be an 

asset, not a factor that contributes to poverty’ (#3). 
 

This is astonishingly simplistic for a papal document. The dynamics of population 

growth are complex, and need to be carefully located in social and political systems, 

in unique but often vastly different economic and geographic circumstances. In 

certain cases, population growth can indeed be conducive to economic development, 

as in Australia. But the overwhelming consensus among development economists is 

that rapid population growth in developing countries can put great pressure on social 

and economic resources, making it extremely difficult to lift peoples out of hunger 

and acute deprivation.  
 

In such circumstances there may be a moral obligation on families and communities 

to reduce birth rates if more babies are being born than can be adequately cared for 

and sustained. It is not just individuals that have a duty to consider these issues on 

deciding the number of their children, but governments also have a role to moderate 

population growth if it is clearly for the common good.  
 

These considerations have long been recognised by previous popes. Pope Paul VI 

wrote in Humanae Vitae in 1968: 
 

In relation to physical, economic, psychological and social conditions, responsible 

parenthood is exercised, either by the deliberate and generous decision to raise a large 

family, or by the decision, made for grave motives and with respect for the moral law, 

to avoid for the time being, or even for an indeterminate period, a new birth. 
 

Responsible parenthood implies therefore, that husband and wife recognise fully their 

own duties towards God, towards themselves, towards the family and towards society, 

in a correct hierarchy of values (#10). 
 

Other aspects that the new World Day of peace statement does not consider are the 

impact of the current economic turmoil in world capital markets and the significance 

of global warming for food production and sustainability. It would appear likely that 

climate change will make it more difficult than anticipated to support further major 

population growth, though this is still uncertain. These considerations require that a 

greater emphasis be given to the demands of the common good, and hence include the 

role of governments.  
 

According to a report in Zenit, Cardinal Renato Martino, president of the Pontifical 

Council for Justice and Peace, presented Fighting Poverty to build Peace as a ‘sneak 

preview’ of the forthcoming encyclical on globalisation, now nearly two years 

overdue. Yet the fact that the encyclical has been so long delayed may indicate 

uncertainty in the changing circumstances or differing views within the Vatican itself.  
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One hopes that the globalisation encyclical will be a more considered document than 

the World Day of Peace statement, and that the authors listen well to development 

experts and demographers. As Benedict himself said on 3 December, quoting Paul VI 

(1964): ‘“The Church must enter into dialogue with the world in which she lives. The 

Church becomes… conversation”’ (On dialogue, 67). 

 


