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 Praise for 50 Facts that Should Change the World
‘I have been dipping in and out of Jessica Williams’ very fine book, imbibing it in parts and largely on the run. The facts are incontrovertible, but the questions remain of why is it so, who is responsible and what can we do? I thought that the strength of Jessica Williams’ essays is that they are calm, never shrill, and therefore invite the reader into the discussion rather than leaving us with merely a sense of overwhelming difficulty. A fearless and compelling work. You need to know what’s in this book.’ Monica Ali, author of Brick Lane
‘A research handbook for the No Logo generation’ Guardian
‘A must-read’ BBC Liverpool
‘Lucidly written, excellently researched, and with detailed referencing, the world won’t look so rosy when you’ve put it down’ Ecologist
‘A book to surprise, enrage and inform, it is a powerful antidote to apathy which offers information on how to make a difference. A gem of a book.’ Agenda
‘A shocking, eye-opening look at what is really going on in the world today. The cold statistics are so severe they speak for themselves, yet each one is elaborated upon with several pages explaining why the stark reality of the statistic has come to be, and what can be done about it … these figures would transform life as we know it, if only more people would become aware and take action.’ Midwest Book Review (US)
‘Provides proof of why we cannot be complacent about the world as it is today. Should become the bible of political activists everywhere.’ Ziauddin Sardar, New Statesman
‘An admirably well-intentioned book that will provoke countless debates’ Good Book Guide
‘A remarkable snapshot of the state of global civilisation today, and just how fragile it really might be’ The Booklover (Hong Kong)
‘Memorable, hard-hitting and to the point’ MSN Entertainment: Books
‘Should foster action’ Church Times
‘Provides much needed and very enraging information’ Publishing News
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 Introduction: Why should these 50 facts change the world?
Setting out to change the world is a pretty difficult task. At first, it’s hard to see how a fact, a simple piece of information, can do that. But I firmly believe that each one of the 50 facts in this book is capable of changing the way we think – and when it comes to changing the world, that’s the most important step we can take.
Each fact in this book tells us something important we need to know about modern life in the modern world. Each is accompanied by a short essay which aims to give a bit of context, looking at the story behind the statistic: what the scope of the problem is, how we got here, and what we can do now. At the end of the book there’s a full list of where the 50 facts are sourced from; you’ll also find a glossary which will explain any unfamiliar terms, and a guide to how you can get involved.
This is the third edition of 50 Facts That Should Change the World – the first came out in 2004, the second (which had some minor updates) in 2005. This edition has had a fairly major overhaul – updating some of the facts, completely replacing others. And there’s one major reason for this: the world is changing.
Some of the original 50 facts are just simply not true any more. The first edition contained a fact about how 70 per cent of the world’s population had never heard a dial tone. That’s no longer true, thanks almost entirely to mobile phones. It made me so happy to draw a big line through that fact, thinking that maybe with this mushrooming of technology we might be making some serious progress in eroding the ‘digital divide’, the huge gaps that used to exist between the information-saturated rich world and the countries where you might face a year-long wait to have a telephone connected. There’s quite a long way to go yet, but the momentum is there.
Another fact that’s missing from this edition is the one about the US spending about the same amount of money on pornography as it does on foreign aid. America is now spending far more than it did on overseas development assistance: some $27 billion, according to the OECD’s figures, helpfully broken down by the website globalpolicy.org. The porn industry hasn’t grown at the same rate – if anything, it’s deflated slightly. It’s heartening that the US is giving so much more development aid, although globalpolicy.org notes that nearly $7 billion of that figure is going to Iraq.
Obviously, this book can’t take the credit for those advances (I wish it could!). But there is one overriding force that can take credit: the desire of people in the world that they should happen. People speaking out, making their voices heard, influencing the debate, making politicians listen to them. And this trend is growing every day.
Since the original 50 Facts book was released, there’s been a huge surge in what I guess you could call everyday activism. One of the ideas behind 50 Facts was that if you didn’t like what you read – if the facts made you angry, sad, upset or keen for change – then you could go out and do something about them. In some cases there are real, definite actions you can take: for example, if you’re concerned about food miles, start embracing locally-grown and seasonal produce, get inspired by the slow food movement and take a real interest in where your food comes from. In others, it’s more about joining groups that are pushing for change, keeping certain issues in mind when you vote, that sort of thing. Those courses of action feel somewhat less direct, perhaps, but they’re just as good a way to effect change.
There’s now so much emphasis on this kind of activism. The high profile given to climate change has given a particular urgency to the idea that we’re all able to do our bit: there are prime-time ads on television, huge features in newspapers, encouraging everyone to switch to energy-efficient lightbulbs, turning appliances off rather than putting them on standby, and a host of other tiny acts that, added together, make a big difference.
And if you want to take it further, there are now whole websites dedicated to this kind of thing: We Are What We Do (http://www.wearewhatwedo.org) sets out 100 everyday actions that will help change the world, from using a biro all the way from start to finish, to ringing your IT helpdesk just to ask how their day’s going. As I was writing this new edition, the hottest it-bag of spring 2007 was We Are What We Do’s collaboration with the handbag designer Anya Hindmarch, a reusable canvas shopping bag. Price: a hefty £5. The model Lily Cole carried one at London Fashion Week and demand for the bag ran so high that We Are What We Do’s web server collapsed under the strain and the bags were soon changing hands on eBay for more than £200. You wouldn’t have seen that kind of madness about a carrier bag five years ago.
It’s been fascinating to watch this change sweep over Britain, and there’s every sign it’s happening overseas too. In the US, we’ve seen individual states challenging the federal government (most recently, over climate change) and winning, forcing the Bush administration to change its ways. Websites are springing up everywhere, for every conceivable issue. Tech-savvy activists are harnessing new technologies like podcasting and video-sharing websites to get their point across. This is true in developing countries, too: one woman told the BBC that she believes mobile phones have done as much for Kenyan democracy as a change in the government.
So there’s a lot that has changed, but there’s still so much to be done. It’s still true that many of the facts in this book have at their core the issue of inequality. Whether we’re talking about an unfair distribution of income, of opportunity or of power, it’s still the biggest problem that the world faces. And it’s one of the toughest ones to solve.
Globalisation – which, in its most basic form, merely refers to the increasing interconnection of the world through trade, communications and investment – still could do much to address the inequalities the world faces. But this will happen only if it’s applied in the right way. Rich nations have been able to use globalisation as a further tool of exploitation, imposing tough barriers on developing countries while lavishly propping up their own economies. Corporations have used the abundance of cheap labour and natural resources in poorer countries to increase their profits. Using globalisation as a force for good is still the biggest challenge we face.
It was really interesting to gauge the reactions of people I encountered while I was promoting 50 Facts. I was derided as a chunky-cardigan-clad, sandal-wearing twenty-something by one prominent Australian newspaper – which made me laugh, because only one of those things is true, and only then if you class flip-flops as sandals. Reviews on the internet were mostly really positive, though I was tickled by a supporter of the National Rifle Association telling one website that I’d got it all wrong about gun control.
One of the more eye-opening experiences I had was a trip to Japan. 50 Facts was released in Japanese by Soshisha, and it turned out to be something of a success over there. I was invited over to Tokyo by Nihon TV who wanted me to present a segment of their show The Most Useful School in the World – I would be playing the part of a guest teacher, lecturing a ‘classroom’ of Japanese celebrities.
To the immense amusement of my colleagues, Nihon TV asked for me to send video footage of my office at the BBC, which was cut together into a montage that featured me at the end as a Facts-busting superheroine. It was all as surreal as you might expect – and then I gave my prepared lecture, and suddenly everything got very serious. I was told after the show that a couple of the celebrities had been in tears during the segment because they were so strongly affected by what they’d heard. After the show had aired, Soshisha were contacted by many readers urging them to publish a version for school children so that their kids could learn about these issues – and set about changing the world. I can only imagine what will happen when the next generation puts all its energy into making the world a fairer, better place.
When I started writing 50 Facts, I became convinced that individual actions could make a real difference. Now it seems that many other people are starting to embrace this idea. It really does prove that the eminent anthropologist Margaret Mead was right when she said ‘never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed people can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.’
I am convinced these 50 facts should change the world, because the world is changing. And after you read this book, I hope you will be convinced too.


 The average Japanese woman can expect to live to be 84. The average Botswanan will reach just 39
If you were born in the developed world, there is a good chance you will look forward to a longer life than your parents – and your children will live longer still. The average human lifespan has doubled over the past 200 years, and in most countries the trend continues. In the developed and wealthy world, science has managed to eradicate previously devastating diseases and deliver us a quality of life that our ancestors – living the life Thomas Hobbes famously described as ‘nasty, brutish and short’ – would never have dared to hope for. We may not yet have the key to immortality, but we can have a damned good shot.
It’s only in very recent history that we’ve been able to dream of living long, active lives. During the Roman Empire, life expectancy was just 22 years. By the Middle Ages in England, some 1,500 years later, there was only a little improvement – people could expect to live about 33 years, and not necessarily healthy years either.1 The threat of famine was ever-present, and medicine was limited to a few brutal surgical techniques. Epidemics of typhoid and leprosy were common, and the Black Death, which swept through Europe between 1347 and 1351, killed a quarter of the population.
The dramatic improvement in human life expectancy didn’t start until the Industrial Revolution, which began in England in the 19th century and spread quickly throughout Europe. Since 1840, the average life expectancy in the longest-lived countries has improved steadily – rising by three months every year. And that growth continues to this day.
So what’s behind this sudden surge in our life expectancy? Certainly, the massive social changes in the early 19th century contributed a great deal. The growth of industry meant a huge boom in urban centres, and whole suburbs had to be built to accommodate the streams of workers leaving behind a harsh rural existence for a new life in the city. Those already in the cities no longer needed to live in cramped conditions where diseases spread quickly. There was access to clean water and proper sanitation, facilities we take for granted today which had a remarkable impact on public health. Tuberculosis and cholera, which previously would lay waste to whole communities, became far less common.
When people did become ill, the advancement of medical treatment meant leeches and trepanation were cast aside. The discovery of antibiotics was another huge step forward, dramatically reducing the number of women who died during childbirth. It’s telling that the concept of ‘quality of life’ is such a recent invention. Until recently, life itself was enough of a blessing.
So how much longer will this growth continue? Does the body have a finite lifespan, or could we continue to prolong life indefinitely? One assumption is that despite advances in science and medicine, we will reach a point where our bodies just cannot continue to function. Established wisdom has it that our lifespan is determined by evolution. If we continue to give birth to babies that live longer and longer, the delicate balance between survival and reproduction could be lost: the average age of populations will grow steadily older, and this could have far-reaching impacts on the ability of governments to provide basic services. Indeed, developed nations may already be reaching this point.
The group with the longest life expectancy, Japanese women, currently reach 84.6 years on average, and they’re showing no signs of slowing down. At the time of writing, Japan boasts the oldest living person (Mrs Yone Minagawa, who turned 114 on 4 January 2007) and the world’s oldest man (Mr Tomoji Tanabe, a comparatively youthful 111). As remarkable as these ‘super-centenarians’ are, some believe that in the future this kind of extreme longevity could become commonplace. The American journal Science predicted that in six decades the average Japanese baby girl could expect to live to 100.2 No longer an occasion for a telegram from the Queen, reaching your century could become just another birthday – albeit one with a very large cake.
For those living in Central and Southern Africa, though, there is little cause for celebration. Life expectancies here are not growing. In fact, due to the ravages of the HIV/Aids pandemic, they’re declining rapidly. The US Census Bureau predicts that 51 countries will see a fall in the average life expectancy as the virus continues to claim millions of lives.
In Botswana, for example, a baby born in 2002 could expect to live an average of 39 years. That’s 30 years less than the average would have been without Aids. By 2010, Botswanans are predicted to live just 27 years.3 It’s a sobering thought, and one that makes the developed world’s centenary aspirations seem like a dreadful vanity.
Aids is the starkest reason for the lower life expectancies in the developing world, but there are many others. Infant mortality rates in many countries remain high. In Sierra Leone, 157 babies out of every thousand will die before their first birthday. Contrast that with Iceland’s 2.6 babies, and it’s easy to see why the infant mortality rate is considered such a sensitive measure of a country’s public health.4 Access to clean water, nutrition and healthcare are crucial during pregnancy. In the West, those are a given – but that’s still not the case in many countries. Young children who don’t get enough food are far more likely to die from diseases like flu and diarrhoea, and around the world UNICEF estimates that 150 million children are malnourished.
Poverty also greatly reduces life expectancy. Lack of access to safe drinking water is still a major cause of death in many countries. Polluted air or soil can cause disease, and it also makes food production more difficult. As rapidly growing populations put the land and natural resources under increasing strain, more and more land is turning to desert as local ecosystems are destroyed.
It’s clear, then, that life expectancy poses very different challenges to the developed and developing worlds. Higher-income countries must come to terms with their ageing populations and start to provide for the stresses that will be placed on health and welfare systems. Governments and corporations are already being forced to look at the way they provide for people in retirement. If the average British man now lives to 75, he will spend his last decade drawing a pension from the state. It’s a pleasant prospect, certainly, but one that will become harder and harder to sustain. Some European governments are already discussing raising the age for compulsory retirement, and as the population gradually grows older there will be fewer people working to put the necessary money back into the welfare system. Governments are already facing vociferous criticism from people who feel they’re being short-changed – the long-held belief that a productive working life should be rewarded by a comfortable retirement is proving hard to shake.
In the developing world, meanwhile, tackling the Aids pandemic is the biggest priority for many countries. African nations are worst hit at present, but there is every indication that China, India and the countries of the former Soviet Union will lose millions of their people to Aids in the next ten years. The World Bank highlights the need to prevent illness through better public health, but it’s hard to do that when literacy and access to education are limited.5 Aids is still a source of great stigma in most countries, and many governments have shown reluctance to acknowledge the problem. In June 2003 the Global Fund to Fight Aids, Tuberculosis and Malaria had signed grant agreements worth $5.3 billion by the end of 2006, but it warned that it needs another $8–10 billion a year to reach the Millennium Development Goals.6
The World Bank also points to hard choices ahead for many governments. Treating people suffering from Aids is very expensive: it’s estimated that Britain’s National Health Service spends an average of £15,000 a year on each Aids patient. These costs create a great strain on health systems in the developed world – but in developing countries where funding is limited and resources scarce, it’s simply impossible to cater properly to all those who need treatment. The World Bank suggests that funding might best be spent on education and prevention – in short, concentrating on those who are still healthy rather than on those who are certain to die. But when hospitals are full and infection rates are still high, that seems like a very calculating decision and one that governments will almost certainly find hard to take.


 A third of the world’s obese people live in the developing world
It seems like the cruellest irony of all: the world that is fighting hunger is also battling an epidemic of obesity. For the first time, the number of overweight people is starting to rival the number who are underweight. And the epidemic is not confined to the rich countries of the world.
More than 300 million people in the world are obese, and headlines about the current crisis of ‘globesity’ are common. But perhaps more worryingly, 115 million of the world’s obese people live in developing countries. It seems that along with the consumer trappings that come with increasing wealth, people in poorer countries are adopting some of the West’s most dangerous habits – with almost certainly devastating consequences. The World Health Organisation (WHO) says obesity rates across the globe have risen three-fold or more in the past twenty years, but often faster in developing countries.
Never in the history of the world have we had so much to eat, but it seems that in a culture of plenty, the choices we make become even more important. As the world’s population becomes increasingly urban, eating habits across the globe are changing substantially. Public health experts refer to this as ‘nutrition transition’. Farmers who once grew a range of crops on a subsistence basis begin to concentrate on single cash crops. Countries begin to import more food from the industrialised world. Rather than eating fresh fruit and vegetables, people opt for highly processed, energy-dense foods, heavy in fat, sugar and salt. Combine this with increasingly sedentary lifestyles – where people drive rather than walk, work in offices rather than fields, watch sport rather than play it – and it’s a lethal prescription.
Obesity and excess weight increase the likelihood of serious chronic diseases. Cardiovascular disease, hypertension, strokes and certain forms of cancer are all more common in overweight people – as is the form of diabetes once known as ‘adult onset’, but now seen in children as young as ten. This in itself creates an increased risk of heart attacks and strokes, and can cause blindness, kidney failure and nerve damage. The financial and social burden is already placing a strain on health budgets in developed countries: obesity-related conditions cost the US 12 per cent of its health budget in the 1990s, some $118 billion – more than double the $47 billion attributable to smoking.1 According to the WHO, the majority of chronic disease cases are occurring in the developing world.2 And in countries where health systems are already sorely challenged, the strain could become intolerable.
In China, 5 per cent of the population as a whole is classified as obese – but look at the cities, and that figure increases to 20 per cent. Many of those are children, the ‘little emperors’ created by China’s one-child policy. Across Asia, it’s the same story. Obesity among Thai children between five and twelve years of age rose from 12 per cent to 15–16 per cent in just two years. Nearly 10 per cent of Japanese nine-year-old boys are overweight now – compared with 3 per cent in 1970.3
Rates of obesity are soaring in Latin America too, almost rivalling those in its neighbour to the north. Sixty-four per cent of Mexican women are overweight, and 60 per cent of men. It’s a familiar story here too: people moving to cities, working very hard in sedentary jobs, fuelling up on cheap industrially produced food. The Guardian notes that in some remote villages in Mexico it is easier to buy a bag of potato crisps than a banana.4
Over all, though, the world’s fattest people live in the Pacific Islands. In Nauru, 77 per cent of the adult population is obese – twice the rate of the wealthy European Union countries. Pacific cultures traditionally revere size as a sign of wealth and power. Once, you would have had to be very rich to eat enough to get fat. But now, a flood of cheap imported foodstuffs puts dangerous obesity within the reach of most people.
Where once local diets would have consisted of fish and tropical fruit, markets are full of meat rejected by richer overseas markets. Turkey tails from the US, lamb and mutton flaps from Australia and New Zealand – once these high-fat meats would have been used as pet food or fertiliser, now they are delicacies. In Tonga, healthier protein options such as locally caught fish were between 15 and 50 per cent more expensive than mutton flaps or imported chicken.5 Some have blamed the countries exporting these meats for ‘dietary genocide’. Samoa’s health minister, Mulitalo Siafausa Vui, described the imported meat as ‘junk food dumped by richer countries on poorer countries’.6 Fiji went further, announcing a ban on the import of lamb and mutton flaps – New Zealand threatened to lodge a complaint with the World Trade Organisation (WTO).7
Obviously, the world’s aid organisations make a priority of alleviating hunger. But they also acknowledge that obesity, and all its related health problems, is reaching a crisis point.
Part of the solution seems to be getting better information out to areas where obesity levels are soaring. The United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) talks of the need to get food production experts (who decide how to grow more crops and where) in touch with nutritionists. The WHO is also striving to set down guidelines about what constitutes a good diet. National governments can do more to promote healthy eating and exercise in schools – Singapore’s Trim and Fit scheme has reduced obesity among children by nearly a half through changes in school catering and increasing the amount of sport and nutritional education.
But there is a clear danger that criticising certain food types too harshly could spark a huge backlash from the food industry. In April 2003 the WHO and the FAO were poised to issue a report on diet which suggested that sugar should make up no more than 10 per cent of a balanced diet. The US Sugar Association launched a stinging attack, calling the report ‘misguided [and] non-science-based’.8 The Association said 25 per cent was a far more realistic safe level, and it also wrote to the US Health Secretary calling for the report to be withdrawn. It also threatened to put pressure on the American administration to scrap the WHO’s funding. Defiant, the WHO and FAO report was launched, in what was seen as a victory for non-govern mental organisations over the lobbyists – but the message was clear, and far from palatable.
Nutritional education is part of the solution, but it’s clear that economics have a major role to play. In Tonga, a WHO report suggested that development of sustainable farming and fishing industries would help to make healthier traditional foods available at a reduced cost. Banning the importation of unhealthy food, as Fiji did, is another possibility. But options like this may incense the wealthier countries, who have much to gain from exporting cheap food to developing countries, and the consequence could be a complaint to the WTO. As the Tonga report concludes, ‘it behoves national policy-makers to be aware of the health impact of “commodities of doubtful benefit”, and of the role of trade in health of the population’.9
In the developed world, newspaper articles and television reports constantly discuss the merits of one miracle diet after another. But as most dieters know, the answers to overweight are seldom found in a glass of diet soda. And in the developing world, where obesity is as much to do with trade and globalisation as anything else, it’s a bitter draught indeed.


 If you stand at the junction of Oxford Street and Regent Street in central London, there are 161 branches of Starbucks within a five-mile radius
Fancy a coffee? If you live in almost any major city in the West, there will be more than a dozen chain stores that will be happy to oblige you. In Britain we each consume 1.2 kilograms of coffee every year1 and last year we spent £730 million on it.2 As substantial a sum as that is, we still consume far less coffee than the international average of 4.6 kilos a year – and those coffee retailers obviously believe there’s still plenty of room for growth.
If you’re standing on our street corner above – just outside one of the exits to Oxford Circus underground station – there are 86 branches of Starbucks within a half-hour walk.3 In fact, there are now more branches of Starbucks in London than there are on Manhattan Island in New York City – the archetypal caffeine-fuelled metropolis.4 And even then, that’s not enough. In January 2007 Starbucks announced that it aims to open a new store in London every fortnight for the next decade.
At the time of writing, Starbucks had 13,168 company-operated or licensed stores around the world.5 Its goal is to have 40,000 stores worldwide – which would make it bigger than McDonald’s.6 And right now, business is good. In the last quarter of 2006, the company opened more than eight new stores every day around the world, to boast a net revenue of $2.35 billion and an 18 per cent surge in profits.7
So far, this sounds like just another business success story. A company that started with a single outlet in Seattle 35 years ago has grown to become one of modern retail’s biggest success stories. There are outlets in some of the most conservative countries in the Middle East; the eighteen branches in Riyadh display the same décor and ambience as you would expect in any outlet around the world, except for the curtained areas where the female customers must sit, shielded from male eyes. There is even a Starbucks in the Forbidden City in Beijing, the site of the former Imperial Palace – although maybe not for much longer. The administrators for the UNESCO World Heritage Site are considering closing the store after half a million Chinese signed an online petition protesting against its presence in such a culturally important site.8
But sometimes it pays to look behind the headlines. Fuelling this boom in coffee is a commodity trade in which there are clear winners and clear losers. On the winning side are the coffee retailers who charge high prices for their beverages. The losers are the farmers who grow the raw beans.
The cup of coffee that you buy in a chain retailer might cost you £1.80 in Britain, perhaps $3 in the US; of that price, the farmers in Ethiopia who grew the beans for that cup get about 3 cents, or less than 2 pence. Or let’s do the maths another way. After deducting their costs, coffee farmers receive about $1.10 for a pound of coffee. A retailer selling espressos could get up to $160 for that same pound of coffee.9
This point is made with great force in a documentary called Black Gold, made by English brothers Nick and Marc Francis. The film follows Tadesse Meskela, a spokesman for Ethiopia’s impoverished coffee growers, as he tries to get a better deal for his people. Meskela runs a coffee farmers’ co-operative, and one moving scene from the film shows him explaining to the farmers how much their crop is sold for in rich countries. The farmers don’t make enough to live on and are dependent on food aid, while the fruits of their toil are sold for high prices. The film has certainly drawn attention to his country’s plight; Meskela has since met British Prime Minister Tony Blair and the film may well do for fair trade what Al Gore’s film An Inconvenient Truth has done for climate change.10
The film-makers are adamant that they didn’t single out Starbucks for criticism – in fact, they say, they tried to contact the company many times during the making of the film. All the same, the coffee giant has swung into a charm offensive. Starbucks says the film doesn’t represent a full picture of what the company’s doing in Ethiopia: it has called the film ‘inaccurate’ and ‘incomplete’ and pointed to the company’s commitment to paying fair prices for coffee, as well as its humanitarian projects.11
But while this debate was raging, a somewhat more sinister story was unfolding. In 2005 the Ethiopian government filed applications to trademark three of its most famous coffee bean names: Sidamo, Harar and Yirgacheffe. Trademarking the names would allow farmers to negotiate better prices for these sought-after speciality beans and could add as much as $88 million in annual income for Ethiopia’s coffee industry. But according to Oxfam, Starbucks asked the US National Coffee Association to block the trademark bid.12
As Professor Douglas Holt of the Said Business School at Oxford University puts it, these actions are not surprising for a large multinational company. They have aggressive profit targets to meet and a market position to defend. But Starbucks has gone out of its way to convince its customers that it is no ordinary multinational and that it sells ‘coffee that cares’.13 In February 2007, Starbucks and the Ethiopian government issued a joint press release stating that the company would no longer stand in the way of the trademark applications. But Starbucks has since refused to engage in discussions on the issue and has also not signed a voluntary licensing agreement which would help increase the farmers’ bargaining power.14 Instead, the company promised to double purchases of East African coffee by 2009 and pledged $1 million in micro-finance to farmers in the region. This is, of course, better than nothing. But Starbucks had a real chance to lead the way in promoting fair trade, and that chance may have been missed.
As Starbucks continues its march towards its target of more stores than McDonald’s, it’s sobering to think too about what that might mean for the face of our towns and cities. Not so long ago, the best you could hope for on the English high street was that your local greasy spoon might have an Italian coffee machine. Sure, in the big cities there were cafés that might serve a decent cup, but they were by no means everywhere. Growing up in New Zealand, I don’t think I tasted an espresso until I was in my late teens. Coffee was either instant or (at best) drip-filtered, and it almost universally wasn’t great. Now, every shopping street in Britain (and in New Zealand, and much of the rest of the world) will have at least one chain coffee shop, complete with ‘baristas’ and staggeringly complex menus. No longer will your only coffee options be black or white, with sugar or without – you can order a drink as complicated as you like, in the style of 90s supermodel Linda Evangelista, whose coffee order became legendary: a half-caf, double-tall, non-fat, whole-milk foam, bone-dry, half-pump mocha, half sugar in the raw, double cup, no lid, capp to go.
But there is another side to this blossoming of choice. Chain coffee shops, chain restaurants, chain boutiques are all leading to a strange new phenomenon: the Clone Town. The term was invented by think tank the New Economics Foundation (NEF) to describe a phenomenon it saw happening in Britain. Smaller commercial centres, among them many ancient market towns, have started to lose many of the features that made them representative of the areas they served. The NEF pointed out that between 1997 and 2002, specialist stores like butchers, bakers and fishmongers were shutting up shop at the rate of 50 a week. Twenty traditional pubs closed their doors every month.15 In their place: supermarkets, catalogue stores, chain pubs. The commentator Nick Foulkes paints the picture: ‘The homogenisation of our high streets is a crime against our culture. The smart ones get the international clones – Ralph Lauren, DKNY, Starbucks and Gap; while those lower down the socio-economic hierarchy end up with Nando’s, McDonald’s, Blockbuster and Ladbrokes.’16
When yet another national or international chain comes to our high street, we get the illusion that we have more choice. In fact, we get no choice. Smaller, independent retailers get pushed out and are replaced by national and multi-national operators whose huge economies of scale mean they wield enormous power over us. Consider the often-quoted statistic that for every £7 of retail spending in the UK, £1 is spent in Tesco supermarkets. Do you really want to give one business that much power in your life?
Of course, Starbucks is by no means the only retailer implicated in this trend, and it would be wrong to place too much blame at their door. But it seems that even the company itself is starting to wonder if it’s gone too far. In a recent memo leaked to the internet, Starbucks founder and Chairman Howard Schultz mused to his Chief Executive, James Donald, that he was worried about where the brand he’d built was heading. He wrote that the company’s massive expansion had led to the ‘watering down of the Starbucks experience’ and the ‘commoditization’ of the brand. ‘One of the results has been stores that no longer have the soul of the past and reflect a chain of stores vs the warm feeling of a neighbourhood store … some people even call our stores sterile, cookie cutter, no longer reflecting the passion our partners [employees] feel about our coffee.’17
It’s too early to tell if Schultz’s concerns will translate into a change of emphasis for Starbucks. But it should certainly make us think. I wouldn’t want to suggest you never visit Starbucks: from time to time, I go there too. It’s an almost-inevitable force in modern life. But when you do go there, make sure you go for the fair trade coffee. Pick up their literature in-store and don’t be afraid to write in to tell them what you’d like them to do. Then do the same thing in every chain coffee store you visit.
And don’t stop going to your local independent café just because there’s a new place down the road. It may not offer the same bizarrely-flavoured syrups or those ice-blended confections that are so tempting on a hot day – but chances are it’s a lot more precious to your community.


 China has 44 million missing women
The official news reports had a faint but clear undertone of alarm. China’s state news agency reported in October 2002 that the latest national census showed something very concerning about the sex ratios in the world’s biggest nation. For every 100 baby girls born in China in 2000, there were 116.8 baby boys. And comparison with the past two censuses showed things were getting worse. If the gap continued to widen, said the Shanghai Star, some 50 million men in China might find themselves unable to meet a suitable wife. That would then cause problems for families, the economy and social services. One expert even predicted a rise in the kid napping of women as desperate men sought to find a bride.1
The imbalance is the chilling result of a preference for sons which is widespread in China, India and other parts of South and East Asia. Parents anxious not to have a baby girl may have scans to determine the unborn child’s sex, and if the foetus is shown to be female, they will seek an abortion. Many baby girls are killed in the first few days or weeks of their life, parents finding ways to outfox police and health workers by making the deaths seem like natural events. If the girl is lucky enough to survive babyhood, her birth may never be registered – leading to a life on the margins, where education, healthcare and even getting enough food to eat will be denied her.
Even though birth rates in India, China and Taiwan are falling steadily and are now coming close to those in the Western world, the long-standing bias against baby girls is not disappearing. The increasingly wide availability of ultrasound technology is making it easier for parents to choose not to give birth to a female child. Dr V. Parameshvara, a former president of the Indian Medical Association, estimated that 2 million sex-selective abortions are performed in India every year2 and a UNICEF study published in December 2006 said 7,000 fewer girls were born in India every day.3 In an effort to stem the tide, both India and China have made sex-selective abortions illegal. Doctors in both countries who perform routine scans on pregnant women are not allowed to tell them the sex of the baby. But some clinics don’t always obey the rules. The Shanghai Star reported that illegal ultrasound scans can be obtained for around $60–120,4 while doctors in India will find other ways to communicate the result: giving families a pink-wrapped candy if a foetus is a girl, blue if it’s a boy.5
In India, as post-mortem techniques become more sophisticated, parents are resorting to more gruesome ways to kill their daughters. Radha Venkatesar in the Hindu newspaper detailed some of the techniques described to her by mothers in the Salem district of Tamil Nadu.
‘One such “novel” method is feeding hot, spicy chicken soup to the babies. “They writhe and scream in pain for a few hours and then die” [according to one woman]. When NGO activists get wind of infanticide, the villagers promptly counter that “the child was suffering from bloated tummy and had to be given chicken soup”. Another ruthless elimination method catching up in Salem villages is to over-feed babies and tightly wrap them in wet cloth. After an hour of breathless agony they die … but the latest technique of asphyxiating the baby by placing beneath a pedestal fan at full blast has stumped the police who have managed to register just five cases of female infanticide in Salem in the past year.’4
For a baby girl who manages to survive her first weeks, there may be other more insidious perils still ahead. Boys may often be given preference in healthcare. One study in India showed no gender gap in deaths from severe and non-preventable diseases, but girls were twice as likely to die from diarrhoea – which is treatable.5 Boys may often have more money spent on their clothes, and be fed more nutritious food. Right from the start, their chances of survival are better. The girl child has a difficult life.
In China, the famous ‘one child’ policy has meant that many births go unreported. In rural areas especially, larger families are becoming more common. The Chinese government appears to be relaxing its strictly coercive approach to family planning, and as women move around the country to work, it becomes harder to monitor pregnancies. Chinese demographers say that spot checks by the State Statistics Bureau have yielded under-counts of up to 40 per cent in some villages. It’s hard to say what proportion of those ‘invisible’ children are girls. But the State Family Planning Commission says that some rural families are larger because the parents want a son.6
But what happens to these unregistered children? In the eyes of the law, they simply don’t exist. These children will not be able to go to school or receive state-funded healthcare. Their opportunities in life will be severely affected.
In order to give these baby girls a chance, governments need to tackle the problem of female infanticide decisively. But what may be more difficult is tackling the deeply entrenched social attitudes that make people think it’s okay to kill baby girls. The problem is that infanticide – of both boys and girls – has a long and bloody history. The Society for the Prevention of Infanticide concludes: ‘Infanticide has been practiced on every continent and by people on every level of cultural complexity … [it] has pervaded almost every society of mankind from the Golden Age of Greece to the splendour of the Persian Empire.’7 In times when food was scarce, one way to control the effects of starvation was to restrict the number of children allowed to survive to adulthood.
In East and South Asia, the proverbs that enshrine the preference for boys are many. ‘Daughters are like water that splashes out of the family and cannot be got back after marriage.’ ‘Eighteen goddess-like daughters are not equal to one son with a hump.’
In patriarchal societies, the question of whose responsibility it is to care for one’s parents is particularly important. In these societies, a daughter’s role largely ends at marriage, while the son’s lasts for life. And where there is little in the way of social support for older people, that counts for a lot. According to Monica Das Gupta, a demographer at the World Bank, ‘the grown woman can be useful … she can work in the fields and be a good mother, but the fact that she’s educated and employed doesn’t change her value to her parents, who won’t benefit from all that’. In societies where daughters and sons share the job of caring for aging parents, sex ratios don’t display the same preference for boys.
As well as their role as good providers, sons are the ones who carry on the family name and inherit ancestral lands, and in some religions they are the only ones who can perform particular rites of passage on behalf of their parents. There is a lot of pressure, then, for women to give birth to sons. A woman’s value and standing in a community will go up if she bears sons, down if she bears daughters.
In India, parents of daughters dread the point at which their girls reach marriageable age and become enmeshed in the traditions of dowry. In the majority of communities in India, a groom’s family will demand some kind of payment from the bride’s family – cash, precious metals, real estate or some other valuable item. Sometimes, the demands don’t stop after the marriage, and parents may feel they have to give in to the requests to ensure the safety of their daughter. And with good reason: India’s National Bureau of Investigation believes that violence related to dowry claims sixteen women’s lives every day.8 Aid agencies believe that dowry is directly linked to the issue of female infanticide. One writer reported seeing signs in the Indian state of Haryana reading: ‘Make your choice – spend a few hundred rupees now [on aborting a female foetus] and save a few hundred thousand rupees later [in dowries].’9
It would be bad enough if this bias against the girl child were merely a matter of tradition – once the grisly reality of these traditions is laid bare, then they’re not impossible to change. But, sickeningly, the problem of the ‘missing women’ seems to be rooted in economics. Female children cost money, and when they marry these living pieces of property become part of their new husband’s family. It’s a simple, chilling fact.
There are signs that things are changing. Many previously agrarian societies are becoming more urbanised, and that is having an effect on these traditions – and their bloody outcomes. In South Korea, the sex ratios are starting to even out: whereas in 1990 there were 117 boys for every 100 girls, by 1999 that had declined to 110. Younger generations are becoming more economically independent of their families, and so the perceptions of sons as providers and daughters as burdens are slowly being worn away.10
In more agrarian societies, though, it may prove harder to convince parents of the worth of a female child. Census figures in India and China have drawn public attention to the growing imbalance between the sexes, and both governments have outlawed sex-selective abortions. Aid agencies and women’s groups descend on private clinics and lobby the government to close down those which are flouting the law. But it may take a generation of brideless men to kick-start a widespread social change.


 Brazil has more Avon ladies than members of its armed services
It’s a strange mental picture – hundreds of thousands of smartly dressed  women, marching through the streets of Brazil, hands not saluting but  extended, ready to press a doorbell. While Brazil’s armed forces have 454,000 personnel on active service,1 Avon has 700,000 ‘revendadoras’ – or, as we would put it in English, Avon ladies.2 Working all over the country from the inner cities to the Amazon jungle, they’ve helped to make Brazil Avon’s second-biggest market by volume after the US.
Spurred on by growing discretionary incomes in the West, and expanding middle classes in the developing world, the beauty industry is enjoying a boom time. The global market is worth $95 billion and is growing at up to 7 per cent a year, more than twice as fast as the developed world’s GDP.3 Women, and increasingly men, are queuing up to purchase what industry pioneer Charles Revson famously called ‘hope in a jar’.
What exactly does the beauty industry sell? A cynic might say it pushes expensive containers filled with coloured, scented potions of dubious effectiveness. But there’s obviously a lot more to it than that. What are the forces at work that can make a grown woman delight in buying a brand new lipstick, when she has five others at home in exactly the same shade?
Far more than what’s in the pretty glass jars, the beauty industry sells a potent mixture of self-esteem, empowerment and evolutionary advantage. The desire to adorn ourselves is as old as the human race itself, and in every culture in the world, physical beauty confers many benefits. Unattractive men earn 15 per cent less than their more aesthetically appealing colleagues, while fat women earn 5 per cent less.4 A study of more than 10,000 people in 37 cultures by the American psychologist David Buss found that men consistently value attractiveness and youth in a potential mate, whereas women value ambition, status and resources. The uniformity of these preferences across so many cultures led Buss to conclude that they are a fundamental part of human psychology: ‘Youth is a cue to fertility, the physical appearance of the woman provides a wealth of information about her fertility, and then women want a good provider, someone who will be there through lean times.’5
But there’s more to the allure of ‘lipstick, powder and paint’ than just the possibility of ensnaring a mate. More recently, advertising for cosmetics and other beauty products has focused on the desire – no, more than that, the responsibility – that every woman has to pamper herself. We’re not doing this to attract men; we’re doing this to make ourselves feel better, to be the best person we can be.
All of this might have seemed dazzling to the founder of Avon, David McConnell. A door-to-door salesman in New York State in the late 19th century, he started giving away perfume with the books he was selling. The perfume began to be more in demand than the books, and the business was born. He named the company in honour of his hero, William Shakespeare.
The bard himself may have had a few words to say about beauty in his time, but it’s hard to imagine that he would have put as much time and care into crafting a line as today’s cosmetics companies. A skim through a high-profile American glossy magazine yields a mass of girl-power messages. ‘Because you’re worth it.’ ‘Love the skin you’re in.’ ‘It’s a fact. With [our brand], life’s more beautiful.’ We’re not just smoothing on moisturiser, we’re making ourselves, and the world around us, better. And that’s a very potent prescription.
Brazil prizes physical beauty exceptionally highly. In the land of bikinis so tiny that they are sometimes nicknamed ‘dental floss’, calling someone vain can be considered a compliment, because it implies they try hard to make themselves more attractive. Avon’s own research shows that 90 per cent of Brazilian women consider beauty products to be a necessity, not a luxury – compared with an average of 77 per cent worldwide.6 Small wonder, then, that the sector has largely managed to ride out the country’s many economic upheavals:  In 2005 Brazil’s beauty products market grew by 34 per cent, reaching sales of $13.8 billion and becoming the world’s fourth-biggest beauty market.7
Brazil’s battalions of Avon ladies are not just beautifying their customers, they are making their own lives better. Brazil’s economic crises have drawn many women to direct selling companies to supplement their family’s income. In a country where business and politics are closely entwined with personal relationships, this makes for a perfect arrangement. Some 60 per cent of perfume and 80 per cent of lipstick sales are made face-to-face rather than at a cosmetics counter.8 Many people say they would prefer to pay a little more to buy from someone they know: as one anthropologist put it, ‘personal relations count more than economic logic in Brazil’.9 With unemployment high and economic reversals an established fact of life, economists estimate that at least a third of Brazil’s economy is ‘off the books’.10
Direct sales work also allows women to break away from some of the more traditional forms of employment in Brazil. For many of these women, who lack education or qualifications, the only real option is becoming a cook or a maid to a richer household – which may mean moving away from their family and relinquishing any sense of independence. Selling products like Avon allows some flexibility, a sense of control, independence. As their businesses become successful, the revendadoras take on extra sellers to help them, taking a cut of their profits.
While Avon has been good for Brazil, there’s no doubt that Brazil has been good for Avon. Avon has made significant investments in Brazil – a centre for research and development, a new range targeting beauty professionals from hairdressers to cosmetic surgeons.11 Lessons learned in markets like Brazil have helped the corporation to strike out into other uncharted markets. Eastern Europe and Russia have proved particularly profitable countries for Avon, with operating margins more than double the company’s worldwide average.12 And other retailers are flocking to Latin America with the hope of replicating Avon’s successes: Nestlé trialled a door-to-door strategy to promote health yoghurt products, while General Motors used Brazil as a test market for direct sales of small cars over the Internet. In 2002, Brazil became the world’s third-biggest market for direct sales, behind the US and Japan.13
While Avon has cachet in the developing world as a successful Western manufacturer, the company is attempting to reinvent itself as a global symbol of aspiration. In Britain and the US, however, it’s having to fight hard to keep up with the times without throwing away its heritage. Celebrities like the tennis sensations Venus and Serena Williams have been called in to help update Avon’s image. It’s all part of appealing to younger women, the generation that grew up with ‘girl power’. But the best role models could be right within the company itself. The Avon ladies of the Amazon, paddling canoes to sell deodorant and lipstick in the jungle – it doesn’t get much more ‘girl-power’ than that.


 Ninety-four per cent of the world’s executions in 2005 took place in just four countries: China, Iran, Saudi Arabia and the USA
At 6.17 pm on 28 May 2003, Napoleon Beazley was pronounced dead at the penitentiary in Huntsville, Texas. The Texas Board of Pardons and Paroles refused to commute his death sentence to a life prison term. Before his execution, Beazley declared: ‘The act I committed to put me here was not just heinous, it was senseless. Tonight, we declare to the world that justice does not allow for a second chance … tonight, we tell our children that in some instances, killing is right.’1
The desire for vengeance is probably as old as human nature itself. The biblical concept of ‘an eye for an eye’ informed justice systems for many hundreds of years. One who takes a life should have his own life taken in return. It seems that many people still hold that view dear.
Napoleon Beazley was just seventeen years old the night he killed John Luttig during a car-jacking. He had owned up to the killing and apologised to Luttig’s family, although he never did explain just quite what drove him to murder that night. The crime shocked Beazley’s home town of Grapeland. Beazley was president of his senior class, son of the town’s first black city councilman. He hoped to attend Stanford Law School one day. Those who campaigned for him not to be put to death cited a wealth of reasons why he should be spared: Beazley was a minor at the time of the murder, he had no prior arrests and he was sentenced to death by an all-white jury.2 All appeals were unsuccessful, and Beazley was executed by lethal injection.
President George W. Bush’s support for the death penalty is well known: Texas led the US execution stakes while he was Governor, and he made his position clear during his presidential campaign in 2000, telling a meeting of Catholic journalists that he felt capital punishment ‘sends a chilling message that there is a consequence to your actions’. In the same speech he spoke of his belief in the ‘sacredness of human life’.3 If you kill another person, it seems, in the President’s eyes, your life is no longer sacred. In America, there is a continued high level of support for the death penalty – a Gallup poll conducted in May 2003 found that 74 per cent of Americans support capital punishment for those convicted of murder.4
The human rights group Amnesty International reports great progress in its efforts to abolish the death penalty once and for all. More than half the countries in the world have abolished it in law or in practice. Amnesty notes that every year in the past decade, three countries on average have abolished the death penalty. And once abolished, the death penalty has seldom been reintroduced.5
But Amnesty goes on to note that in 2005 just four countries carried out 94 per cent of all known executions:  China, Iran, Saudi Arabia and the USA. In China, at least 1,770 people were executed, and Amnesty notes that this figure was based on limited and incomplete records – the Chinese government keeps its executions quiet and seldom publicises them, so the true figure is believed to be far higher. At least 94 executions were carried out in Iran, at least 86 in Saudi Arabia, and 60 people were executed in the USA.6
China’s use of the death penalty has been widespread and unrepentant. In the three months between April and July 2001, at least 1,781 people were executed – more than the rest of the world put together for the preceding three years. As part of a ‘Strike Hard’ campaign against crime, police and prosecutors were urged not to hold up the judicial process, as China aimed to ‘tackle the serious economic crime situation before entry to the WTO [World Trade Organisation] and the challenge of globalisation’.7 Courts boasted of their speed and special procedures. Many minor offences became capital crimes: bribery, pimping, stealing petrol and selling unsafe food among them. Most executions take place after rallies in front of massive crowds, and prisoners are often paraded through the streets on their way to their final destination.
China’s government has consistently defended its use of the death penalty, calling human rights groups ‘irresponsible’.8 In 1997 the government introduced death by lethal injection as an alternative means of execution, and there are signs that this is proving popular among the provincial authorities as well. Amnesty reported the advent of ‘mobile execution vans’, which were being distributed to courts in Yunnan province. The vans were approved on 6 March 2003, and were put straight into commission, with two convicted drug traffickers being executed in a van later that day.9 Indeed, there are reports that the number of executions continues to rise. The NGO Hands Off Cain quotes a ‘judicial source’ as saying that China carried out 5,000 executions in 2003, and a member of the People’s National Congress, Cheng Zhonglin, told the state-published China Youth Daily in March 2004 that 10,000 people were executed each year.10
In Iran, human rights groups have noted a sharp rise in public executions, and other forms of corporal punishment like amputations and floggings being carried out in front of members of the public. In October 2002, five men were convicted of a series of attacks on women in Tehran. Their bodies were hoisted on mobile cranes and paraded through the city.11 One woman who had travelled 200 kilometres to see the execution told Reuters, ‘I feel relieved when I see this. It’s good for the men to see it too, so that they stop harassing women.’12 Many of the crowd applauded when the men were killed. Despite an official moratorium from the government, a man and a woman were stoned to death at Mashhad in Iran in May 2006, and seven women and a man currently face the same punishment.13
Many of us would like to think that such barbarism couldn’t happen in the Western world. But it can, and it does. 
Until March 2005, when the Supreme Court declared it unconstitutional, the USA was one of a tiny handful of countries that executed prisoners who were under eighteen at the time of their crime. Between 1990 and 2005 it executed seventeen child offenders – more than any other country.14
The US Supreme Court halted executions in 1972, concerned that the death penalty was being handed out too haphazardly. In 1977, the killing began again, after the court ruled that new laws would rid the system of bias. But 25 years after the death penalty was reinstated, Amnesty International said the US system was close to a ‘lethal lottery’. Its report, ‘Arbitrary, discriminatory and cruel: an aide-memoire to 25 years of judicial killing’, lists case upon case where the defendants have been executed in circumstances which should raise serious questions for any legal system.15
According to Amnesty, ‘scores’ of prisoners suffering mental retardation or illness had been put to death. In 80 per cent of executions since 1977, the original murder victims were white. The report lists 50 cases where African-Americans were convicted by all-white juries, each one showing a pattern of black juror exclusion by government prosecutors.
It also details the brutalising effect the death penalty has on those affected by crime. Many activists for capital punishment justify their views on the basis of the rights of the victims. The death penalty, they argue, gives a sense of ‘closure’ to the families, a form of emotional relief that makes up for the massive loss they have suffered. But some of the behaviour seen at executions speaks of a baser desire. At the 1985 execution of James Raulerson, convicted of killing a police officer, more than 70 police attended, some wearing T-shirts reading ‘Crank up old Sparky’. They celebrated with champagne and applause outside the prison. A volunteer witness at the 2000 execution of Steve Roach reportedly said it was her third time, and that she kept volunteering because she found them ‘interesting’. Another witness reportedly came to watch Roach die as a way of avenging the killing of his own son – for which no one had ever been convicted.16
One of the most effective ways to force countries to recognise their human rights obligations is international pressure. That makes it even more galling for campaigners that the world’s most powerful nation is endorsing capital punishment. Iran’s membership of President Bush’s famous ‘axis of evil’ may not be based on its enthusiasm for the death penalty, but the President has also made subtler statements which may well influence those who are blocking reform. In a written statement after clashes between students and police in Tehran in July 2002, the President expressed his sympathies for the students, saying that ‘their government should listen to their hopes … the vast majority of the Iranian people voted for political and economic reform. Yet their voices are not being listened to by the unelected people who are the real rulers of Iran.’17 According to Human Rights Watch, singling out the unelected leaders for criticism made the US government’s statements an important influence on human rights conditions in the country for the first time in many years.18 The European Union has adopted a policy of engagement towards Iran, but has made it clear that it wants to see improvements in human rights.
In China’s case, the award of the 2008 Olympics to Beijing may provide more opportunities to pressure the regime to reform its human rights policies. The decision was announced with great fanfare in July 2001 – in the midst of the massive executions of the ‘strike hard’ campaign. Human Rights Watch had written to the then president of the International Olympic Committee, Juan Antonio Samaranch, urging the IOC to require guarantees on human rights from Beijing before awarding the games to the city. The IOC declined to do this. But the new president, Jacques Rogge, said he had made it clear to the Chinese government that he expected its human rights record to improve, and that the IOC ‘will act’.19 Human Rights Watch has instigated letter writing campaigns to major sponsors of the Olympics to urge them to use their corporate might to the same ends. And there are signs that high-ranking officials within China are tiring of the rate of executions. In March 2007, the Supreme People’s Court, the Ministry of Public Security, the Ministry of Justice and the country’s top prosecutor said that while China could not abolish capital punishment altogether, the number of death sentences should be reduced. The statement also suggested that condemned prisoners should not be paraded through the streets and suspects should not be tortured.20 Fairly fundamental stuff, you might think – but if the warnings are heeded, this could be a major step forward.
And there are signs that even the US is susceptible to pressure. There may be a change coming in America, too. In May 2001, the US was voted off the UN Human Rights Commission. It was the first time since the Commission’s 1947 inception that the US had not been represented. America’s ambassador to the UN at the time called the vote ‘very disappointing’.21 The US has since been voted back on to the Commission, but there was little doubt that the episode was a stinging rebuke – and a great embarrassment. The US Supreme Court has also acknowledged the importance of international opinion in its decisions on the death penalty. In its March 2005 decision which declared the execution of minors to be unconstitutional, the Court’s majority opinion mentioned ‘the overwhelming weight of international opinion against the juvenile death penalty’. It’s thought that the ruling could save up to 70 lives.
And pressure can also come from within the US. In January 2003 Illinois Governor George Ryan decided to commute the sentences of all 167 inmates on death row to life imprisonment. Governor Ryan, a Republican, said he had decided he would no longer ‘tinker with the machinery of death’.22 At a White House press briefing, communications director Ari Fleischer said the President believed this was a matter for the state to review under state laws, but said ‘the President does believe the death penalty does serve as a deterrent to crime. He believes that for violent and heinous crimes that the death penalty ultimately saves lives.’21
As confused as the President’s view might seem from that statement, he’s made it clear that pressing states to abolish the death penalty is not something he considers is his role – and not something he would ever do. So it’s clear that pressure needs to be brought to bear on individual state governors. Because if America continues executing offenders at its current rate, it will not be saving lives. By continuing a barbarous and unfair punishment, it makes all our lives a little poorer.


 British supermarkets know more about their customers than the British government does
It seems like a reasonable enough proposition: you visit a particular chain  of shops regularly, so you decide to sign up for their loyalty scheme.  Each time you shop, you show your card, and accumulate points – which you can then redeem for vouchers or gifts. Fair enough. The shop gets your guaranteed custom, and you get rewarded for shopping with them. It seems like a win-win situation. That is, until you figure out what else the retailer might be getting from the deal.
As well as trying to get you to spend more money in their stores, loyalty programmes are a way for retailers to collect information about their customers. Let’s say you visit your local supermarket twice a week, handing over your loyalty card each time. Every single item you buy is recorded and the data is saved – perhaps for several years. The UK’s biggest loyalty scheme is the Nectar card, which claims to have some 13 million cardholders. When you look at their range of ‘sponsors’ – Sainsbury’s supermarkets, Debenhams department stores, BP, Vodafone, Threshers wine merchants, to name but a few – the amount of information that’s held about each cardholder is ‘stunning’, according to an industry source. It’s estimated that in Britain, on average, loyalty card schemes hold more centralised information about their customers than the government does.1
In the US, the sheer size of some retailers means the amount of information they hold is even more staggering. The Wal-Mart chain admits that it holds 460 terabytes of data on its computers – that’s the number 460 followed by 12 zeros.2 That’s more than twice the amount of information on the entire Internet – or 23 times the information held in all the 128 million books in the US Library of Congress.
So rather than a friendly piece of plastic that helps you save money, the loyalty card may be more like a spy, watching what you spend and drawing conclusions from your purchases. It’s not just a question of figuring out if you’re a vegetarian, or if you have a cat: companies use sophisticated socio-demographic software to determine your stage of life, the size of your household, your income, what your interests are. You will then be assigned into one of a number of pigeonholes which have been designed to identify certain segments of British society. Are you a young couple about to set up in your first home, a family with teenage children, an older couple who are likely to take lots of overseas holidays? Your shopping basket will give you away. According to a customer forecaster at a British supermarket, ‘data can come even from things that are not immediately obvious. How much toilet paper, how many lightbulbs, how many steaks you buy. We can tell not just your likely house size but your household size. So if you’re buying a Britney Spears CD and you’ve got no one else registered on your card, you’ve either got young kids or you’re a gay man.’
So when we moved house recently, and my partner called up to change the address of his loyalty card, the marketing machine kicked in. Within days of arriving at our new house, there was a package from the loyalty card promoters, with a welcome bar of chocolate, a bunch of vouchers for cleaning products, and a handy phone number so we could find our nearest store. Okay, so there wasn’t much detective work involved there: we had told them we were moving, they responded. But according to the data analysts, your shopping basket can give just as clear a message. When a couple is expecting their first child, their shopping basket always changes; and the information can even disclose who’s thinking of ‘defecting’ to a competitor’s store, triggering a series of tempting offers to encourage the cardholder to stay.
So what’s the problem? Who cares if your supermarket knows a bit about you? After all, you’re getting something out of it too, aren’t you? The promoters of loyalty card schemes say they’re just trying to offer a better service to their customers. But in the US, people have seen the potential in the huge reservoirs of information held by the card companies – and they’re doing their best to get their hands on it.
The US-based Caspian group, which campaigns against loyalty card schemes, says that card data has already been used in American courts. In one case, a supermarket wanted to use till receipts to defend a personal injury action: the plaintiff claimed he fell on some spilt yoghurt, the store proposed to prove he was an alcoholic by showing purchases of wine and spirits.3 And there are other, more sinister ways in which this data could be used against you. In the wake of September 11, one US grocery chain voluntarily delivered its loyalty card records to the FBI. A lawyer working for the chain contacted Larry Ponemon of the consulting group Privacy Council. Ponemon says the chain offered up the information because it was trying to help: ‘It wasn’t a case of law enforcement being egregiously intrusive or an evil agency planting a bug or wiretap. It was a marketing person saying, “maybe this will help you catch a bad guy”.’4 Customers were never told that their information had been shared with the government. Ponemon claims that federal agencies have created an algorithm that maps the terrorist potential of nearly every citizen of the US. Federal agents reportedly reviewed loyalty card transactions for the 9/11 hijackers to create a profile of their shopping preferences.5
There is no guarantee this might not happen in other countries. Privacy advocates talk about the idea of ‘function creep’ – information systems that have been set up for one reason can end up being used for other purposes. This is one of the biggest concerns about the introduction of Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) tags.
RFID is a tracking system that uses a tiny transmitter chip joined to an antenna. The chip can ‘talk’ to scanning devices within a certain range. So, at its most benign, it would operate like a barcode, sending information to cashier machines. It would help track goods from manufacturer to warehouse to checkout. It would alert retailers if goods had been shelved in the wrong place, or if something was being stolen. Once our household appliances catch up with the technology, the benefits could be the stuff of science fiction: a frozen chicken that tells the oven how it needs to be cooked, a fridge that tells you when your milk has gone sour.
But there are other, more worrying uses for the technology. Stores might ‘notice’ that you were wearing expensive clothes, and surreptitiously raise their prices. And potentially, RFID would allow a particular person’s movements and habits to be tracked at every moment of the day. US food manufacturers and retailers are already banding together to push RFID as an anti-terrorism strategy: proponents approached the Homeland Security secretary Tom Ridge to demonstrate how RFID could help the government recall food supplies contaminated by a terrorist attack,6 but it doesn’t take a lot of imagination to see how else it could be used.
In Britain, experiments with RFID have been partly funded by the Home Office. Tesco has trialled the tags in packs of razors, while Marks and Spencer announced that it would trial the tags by embedding them into packaging.7 While the European Central Bank’s reported plans to embed the tags in all Euro has yet to come to pass, Japanese manufacturer Hitachi announced in February 2007 that it had produced an RFID tag which measured just 0.05mm.8 The British government has announced that it will experiment with implanting RFID tags in car numberplates9 and there are plans for all cars in Britain to be fitted with tracking devices. Mobile phone companies are already offering a service whereby you can register a phone number and then track the user. And in London, users of the Oyster smart travelcard have their every journey monitored. Each smart-card has a unique number linked to the owner’s name, and that information is recorded every time the card is swiped past a ticket gate. Transport for London says it plans to retain the information for ‘a number of years’.10
Businesses assure us that these methods of collecting information are not really about monitoring individuals. But all the same, controls need to be put in place to ensure that people are able to opt out of schemes they don’t like – and that there is some degree of protection of the information that’s collected. The British human rights group Liberty notes that the regulation of the information shouldn’t be left up to companies.11 Privacy legislation needs an urgent overhaul if our information is to be given proper protection.
Even then, though, we need to ask ourselves if the minor benefits we get from loyalty schemes and smart-cards are worth the risks of being spied on. Contact retailers to let them know you’re concerned about privacy, and demand more information about what they’re doing to secure it. Don’t be tempted by the offers of ten pence off dishwashing liquid and extra points with your cornflakes, and get rid of your loyalty cards. Maybe it is paranoia, and maybe a lot of this technology will be implemented no matter what we do about it, but that doesn’t mean we should just stand by and let businesses snoop into our shopping baskets – and our lives.
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