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February 22, 2008

Dear President Bush, 

As Micah Challenge members and leaders of evangelical Christian organizations engaged in international ministry we write to thank you for your strong leadership on the issue of international debt relief and to request a meeting to discuss ways you might build on this impressive legacy during your final year in office.  

The Multilateral Debt Relief Initiative (MDRI), championed by your administration at the 2005 G-8 summit is a truly historic achievement which frees close to $2 billion every year to provide clean drinking water, health care, and education to impoverished people in 23 countries around the world.  Recipients of the MDRI also benefit from the removal of a large overhang of accumulated debt, enabling stronger growth and investment in the future.

The record of the MDRI over the past two years makes it clear that debt cancellation reduces poverty while encouraging growth and investment.  This is why we are joining our voices with those of Christian leaders around the world, our partners in ministry to the poor, to urge that access to debt cancellation be expanded to additional impoverished countries.  

This is the approach called for by the Jubilee Act for Responsible Lending and Expanded Debt Cancellation (HR 2634/S 2166).  The Jubilee Act would build on the important work begun at the G-8 summit in Gleneagles.  

This is important for many reasons but the reason dear to our hearts is this: We believe that expanded debt cancellation is essential to ensure the continued effectiveness of private, faith-based anti-poverty programs run by local Christian groups in thousands of communities in the Global South and supported with prayer and financial resources by massive numbers of American Christians.  Increasing numbers of American visitors to faith-based ministries over-seas are troubled by seeing valuable US public and private assistance undermined as scarce foreign currency flow right back out of the country in the form of debt repayments.

Consider Lesotho for example, a country in which 50% of the population falls below the poverty line and 40% is considered “ultra poor” because they cannot even afford basic food supplies.  15% of the population is infected with HIV.  

Lesotho spent $54.2 million in debt repayments in 2005.  To put this number in perspective, Lesotho is scheduled to receive on average $60.4 million a year from the Millennium Challenge Corporation over the period from 2004-2009 for investments in the health, water and private sectors.  This means that on average, Lesotho’s annual debt payments are only slightly less than what it receives annually from the MCC.  35% of Lesotho’s children are not enrolled in primary school.  Meanwhile Lesotho’s spending on debt repayment is roughly equal to its entire education budget.  We cannot help imagining what miracles might occur if churches and Christian organizations could invest in human development projects in a country that could invest $60 million a year in clean water, health, and education infrastructures! 
Unfortunately, Lesotho is not eligible for MDRI debt relief because the qualification criteria are based on a country’s debt to export ratio rather than on its level of need.  Upon learning that many other African nations had qualified for debt cancellation in 2005, Lesotho’s Finance Minister Timothy Thahane explained that one of the reasons Lesotho was not classified as a HIPC country was that it had never defaulted on its debt. “It is important,” he said, “that those who have paid their debts well, who run their mega-finances well, should be rewarded with debt forgiveness.”  

The Jubilee Act is currently under consideration by the House Financial Services Committee and we expect it to be passed by the House of Representatives before the Pope’s visit in mid-April.  In the Senate, the Jubilee Act has broad bi-partisan support, including co-sponsorship from over half of the members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.  
In addition to expanding eligibility for debt cancellation, the Jubilee Act helps to improve the current debt relief initiative by removing requirements that countries adopt specific policies that have an adverse impact on the poorest communities, including user fees for primary health care and education, measures that increase the cost of clean drinking water for the poorest, and constraints on government spending for essential health care and education. The Act has strong requirements to ensure that only countries with good public financial management, budget transparency, and the capacity to spend freed up monies well would be eligible.  The Jubilee Act also calls for the establishment of a framework for responsible, transparent lending so that future debt crises can be avoided. 
As Christians we draw inspiration from the Jubilee teachings of Leviticus, the Hebrew prophets, and the Gospels.  These teachings compel us to work with you toward a world that warms the heart of its Creator because it is a world with less suffering and more joy, less injustice and more opportunity, less conflict and more peace, in short, a world where massive debt has been replaced by real hope. We believe the passage of the Jubilee Act into law would move us closer to this world that we seek.  

Again, we thank you for your leadership on the issue of international debt, leadership which has meant so much to the world’s poor.  We urge you to publicly support the Jubilee Act for Responsible Lending and Expanded Debt Cancellation and we hope to have the opportunity to discuss the issue with you in person.  Thank you and we look forward to your response.   
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cc:  
Senator Harry Reid, Majority Leader


Senator Mitch McConnell, Minority Leader


Representative Nancy Pelosi, Speaker of the House


Representative John Boehner, Minority Leader


Henry M. Paulson Jr., Secretary of the Treasury


Jay Hein, Director, Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives

Bobby J. Pittman, Jr., Senior Director for African Affairs

Michael A. Magan, Senior Director for Relief Stabilization and Development
Micah Challenge is a global campaign to mobilize Christians against poverty.   The campaign aims to deepen Christian engagement with impoverished and marginalized communities, and to influence leaders of rich and poor nations to fulfill their promise to achieve the Millennium Development Goals.  For more information about Micah Challenge or regarding this letter, contact, Krisanne Vaillancourt Murphy, National Coordinator, Micah Challenge USA.
In the spirit of Micah 6:8 "...what does the Lord require of you but to do justice,


and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God".
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