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Introducing the Topic

Personal debt is a problem that affects many
in society. In most Western countries a majority
of people have high levels of personal debt
such as mortgages and car loans. In poorer
communities, where low income, unemploy-
ment and educational disadvantage are
common, many people find themselves in
debt just to make ends meet. With Ireland in
economic crisis, more and more people are
experiencing debt problems. 

National debt is the debt incurred by the 
government of a country. If it is high the 
government will want to reduce it. This is a
huge problem for people in the countries of
the Southi where some governments spend
more on paying their debts to banks than they
do on healthcare, education and sanitation.
Now the people of the world's richer countries,
including Ireland, are finding that govern-
ments are diverting more funds into bailing out
indebted banks and servicing national debt
than spending on the population’s welfare
e.g. on health, education, social benefits and
services.  

Debt, or the threat of it, creates feelings of
insecurity, powerlessness, fear and guilt.

Aim of Workshop

The purpose of this session is to give 
participants the opportunity to explore 
debt as a symptom of inequality around 
the world rather than as a personal failing.

Objectives

To enable participants to:

• List the causes and consequences of 
personal debt

• Identify any link between the causes and 
consequences of personal debt

• Access information on services aimed at
helping people cope with, and get out of, 
personal debt

• Gain an insight into how government 
policy can impact on people experiencing
poverty and debt

• Understand the impact national and 
personal debt can have on people in the
South and how they are responding to it

Materials Needed for Workshop

• Flipchart and markers

• Blue - tack

• Multiple copies of Handout 3
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Workshop 2
Life and Debt

i. See Introduction, page 9, for explanation of this term
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Workshop in Summary

1. Introduction and opening exercise:
what is your first memory of money? 

15 mins

2. Brainstorm: positive and negative words 

associated with money

15 mins

3. Role play Handout 3: Jean’s Story

25 mins

4. Read Maria’s story 
25 mins

5. Break
30 mins

6. Small group work: what are the causes 

and consequences of debt?

25 mins

7. Exercise: the cost of a child

20 mins

8. Taking action: what can we do?

15 mins

9.Closing exercise: ‘One thing I learned 

today…’

10 mins

Total: 3 hours

Workshop in Detail

1. Introduction and opening exercise

Introduce people to the purpose of the work-
shop. It is important to reassure participants
that the workshop is not about exploring per-
sonal financial details. Ask the participants to
think about the following question: 

What is your first memory of money?

Ask for a general quick response to this ques-
tion. This opener allows participants to ground
themselves well in the topic and highlights how
money can give choices and possibilities.

2. Brainstorm: positive and negative
words associated with money

Ask the participants to think of positive and
negative words that they associate with
money. Divide a flipchart page in two putting
‘Positive’ words on one side and ‘Negative’
words on the other. If participants don’t men-
tion debt here, you should mention it. 

3. Role Play: Jean’s Story

Distribute Handout 3. Ask participants to role-
play Jean’s story in small groups, which can be
less intimidating, or in the big group if they are
willing. You should be aware that role plays
can provoke powerful feelings and responses,
so it’s very important that participants have an
opportunity to discuss their feelings afterwards.  

4. Reading: Maria’s Story 

Ask if someone from the group would like to
read it aloud. If not, you can do it. Ask people
for their response to Maria’s story. The following
questions could be used for discussion:

• Why did Jean have to visit the moneylender? 

• Why did Maria have to visit the moneylender? 

• How do Jean’s and Maria’s stories compare? 

• Was it their fault that they were in debt? 



• Who do you see as responsible in each or
both situations?

Ask participants if they see any link between
personal and national debt. Some of the 
following points may be useful: 

When a person takes out a loan they are
responsible for paying it back. In contrast
to this, when the rulers of a country borrow
money they are not directly responsible for
paying it back. In many cases the rulers
may have misused the borrowed money.

Ordinary people may suffer cutbacks in
public services such as healthcare, educa-
tion and water provision so that their
governments can pay back debts. 

Those who are poorest and in particular
women bear the brunt of these cuts as they
spend more time doing the unpaid work of
caring for the sick, education of children, 
travelling to collect clean water, etc.   

5. Break

6. Small group work: what are the
causes and consequences of debt?

Divide the larger group into small groups of 4 
or 5. Ask each group to answer two questions:

• What causes people to get into debt?

• What happens when someone is in debt?

For the feedback, display the causes and 
consequences of debt that the groups came
up with. Ask the group to identify the similarities
and differences between the causes and 
consequences. Look at how the conse-
quences of debt can become causes in
themselves of further debt. 

7. Exercise: the cost of a child 

This exercise is a useful way of exploring the
gap between benefit payments and the cost
of living in Ireland, and how this gap leaves
many people particularly vulnerable to debt. 
If the group is interested in learning more

about the debt crisis, you could show them a
segment of one of the videos recommended
in the Resource Guide instead.

Put the items for a child of up to 6 years old on
a flipchart page and ask the participants to
say how much they think each item costs.
Compare their estimates with the estimates
included here. Ask the group if they were
surpirsed by any of the costs – were they less or
more than they had estimated? Are there
items not listed? Compare these costs with the
current child benefit payment. 

Facilitator Note: These figures were calculated
in November 2009 by Barnardos in their ‘Cost
of a Child Briefing Paper’. They estimated two
sets of costs, one a ‘Basic Minimum Standard’
and one ‘Modest but Adequate’. These figures
are the ‘Basic Minimum Standard’ figures for a
child from 0-6 years. 

Item Per Week Cost

Food €17.72

Clothes €9.19

Education €0.93

Personal Care €5.87

Household Items €2.53

Fuel €1.07

Outings/holidays €0.45

Pocket money/

presents/toys €1.79

Total €39.55

The 2012 Child Benefit payment is €140 per
month or €32.30 per week which does not
cover even the most basic costs of raising a
child at 2009 prices. If you are on social wel-
fare, you might be eligible for an increase of
€14.90 for a ‘qualified child’ or €29.80 if you are
a lone parent or if you have a ‘qualified adult’
dependent on you.  Either of these additional
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payments will just bring you over the threshold
but still leave little room for even modest extra
costs.  Many low income families do not qualify
for these allowances.

Allow time for people to respond to this 
information. 

Ideas for Action

❂ Invite the Money Advice and Budgeting
Service (MABS)to do a presentation to your
group on the work that they do.

❂ Invite politicians to come to your centre
to discuss the banking bailout, the resulting
cutbacks and the impact this is having.

❂ Do some analysis of the most recent
budget to see how it impacts on different
groups of people.

❂ Write a letter to the Department of 
Foreign Affairs asking what Ireland is doing 
to assist heavily indebted countries.

❂ Get in touch with the Debt and
Development Coalition to find out about
campaign activities the group can get
involved in. They may also be able to help
with finding a speaker from the Philippines 
or other country experiencing debt 
problems, who would be willing to share 
their knowledge with the group.

❂ Create a display of information 
highlighting the issue of debt for your 
centre, local library, or other public place. 

❂ Contact an educational or 
campaigning group in the Philippines to
exchange information.

8. Taking action

Ask participants what they think can be done
at global, local and individual levels. Put their
responses on the flipchart. Make sure that peo-
ple know where they can go for help with
money worries (i.e. Money Advice and
Budgeting Service) and campaigns against
the debt crisis here in Ireland (See Facilitator
Sheet 3 for an explanation of the global debt
crisis). You could also make suggestions such
as the idea of a basic income for all children
(recommended by CORI Justice). The group
could decide on some realistic action that
they could take. The following are some sug-
gestions. 

Exploring the Issue Further

This issue will mean different things to different
people. If you have the opportunity you could
explore the following questions in more depth: 

• When is debt useful and when is it harmful? 

• Is debt different for poor versus rich people?
If so, how?

• Is debt different for men versus women? 
If so, how?

• Is there a culture of indebtedness? Why? 
Is it encouraged? Who benefits from this 
culture?

• Facilitator Sheets 2, 3 & 4 contain extra 
background information on how the debt 
crisis came about and about the role of the 
World Bank and IMF. Ask the group to read 
and respond to the information. 

• In the Resource Guide at the end of this 
workshop you will find links to other useful 
resources.

• MABS have produced an education pack
on issues surrounding money, debt,
budgeting, etc., and some of their centres
will deliver educational sessions/courses. 



Handout 3 Role Play
Jean’s Story: A Very Easy Loan!

Scene 1: The Community Centre

Jean: I’m worried about Christmas. I just don’t
know how I’m going to get the kids presents.
It’s really getting to me. I dread the whole
thing.

Pat: I told you before what to do. You know
where you can get an easy loan. Borrow e500
for presents and pay a bit back every month.
You’ll have to hand over your children’s
allowance book but it’s the only way.

Jean: Maybe. But don’t those moneylenders
charge a lot of interest? I’ve heard it’s very
hard to pay them back.

Pat: It’s not that difficult. I borrowed money for
school uniforms for the kids this year. Okay, so it
costs a bit to pay it back but it was either that
or no uniforms for the kids. And I was able to
get a top-up when I needed it.

Jean: Yes you’re right. Give me the name of
your Mrs. Whatever-her-name.

Scene 2: The Moneylender

Moneybags: So you want to borrow e500? 
It’s difficult coming up to Christmas. I’ve my
regular clients to take care of. Everyone wants
to borrow this time of year. I’d have to make 
a special case for you and I’ll need the 
children’s allowance book as security.

Jean: I’d do anything not to let the children
down. Christmas is everything to them.

Moneybags: Well, I’ll call up to your flat on the
last Friday of every month to collect the repay-
ments and that costs e5 a time. You can
borrow e500 and pay me back at e65 a month
for ten months. How does that sound?

Jean: e50 or is it e65 a month? Yeah great!

Moneybags: Okay, I’ll be up this Friday for the
first payment. What’s your address? 

Adapted from: Making Connections, Banulacht,

1994.

Maria’s Story

Maria used to live in the rich woodlands
that once surrounded Butuan, the capi-

tal town of the Southern Philippines. Today she,
her husband and their five children live in a
rented hut in the city. Large timber companies
came and felled the forests, bringing work and
money to the people who lived there. But the
logging firms were greedy and soon the wood
supplies grew scarce and the logging firms
moved out. The forest has almost gone now
and thousands of Maria’s neighbours have
also had to move to Butuan to find work.

During the 1980s, the Philippine Government,
under President Marcos, got into deep debt.
To honour these debts the country had harsh
policies forced on it by international lenders,
foreign governments, big commercial banks,
the International Monetary Fund and the
World Bank. These included the removal of
subsidies on items such as food, buses and
cooking fuel.

For Maria life is hard and getting harder. 
Her husband was a timber worker but is now
unemployed and she is the sole provider 
for the family. To continue the street trading
with which she keeps her family going, Maria 
must borrow money. The home made rice
cakes she sells at the bus station require little 
equipment to produce but she needs money
to buy ingredients and fuel.

When the banks were unwilling to lend Maria
and her fellow traders money, they went to a
moneylender. They found that every day, for
each four pesos borrowed they had to pay
one peso in interest. The tiny profit for a days
work was swallowed up in repayments. A bad
day’s selling triggered a spiral of debt. How
could they make ends meet?

Adapted from: Making Connections, Banulacht,

1994.
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Facilitator Sheet 1
Philippines fact file

Geography

The Philippines is a country made up of 
over 7,000 islands located in South-East Asia.
The climate is hot – tropical in the North and 
equatorial in the South. The country grows and
exports mainly coconut, sugar, timber and fruit.   

History

The Philippines has over 60 different indigenous
groups as well as people of Malaysian,
Indonesian, Chinese and Spanish origin. It was
first inhabited an estimated 30,000 years ago
by peoples from the Asian mainland. Next
came waves of immigrants from Indonesia,
then Malaya and later the Islamic Makdum
people (around 1380). The explorer Ferdinand
Magellan and his cohorts arrived in 1521, pre-
cipitating over 400 years of colonisation (the
country was named after Philip II of Spain).

Independence

A Filipino independence movement grew
in the 19th Century and Filipinos fought 
alongside the Americans in 1898 during the
Spanish-American War. The Spanish were
defeated but instead of winning its independ-
ence the Philippines was bought out by the
USA for $20 million. It finally achieved political
independence in 1946.

Politics

The Philippines was ruled by the infamous mili-
tary dictatorship of Ferdinand Marcos for over
twenty years until his regime was overthrown
after a period of popular unrest. Under Marcos
the national debt of the Philippines grew enor-
mously. He, his wife Imelda, and their
associates are estimated to have pocketed a
third of all loans to the country. Before he was
forced out of office in 1986, Marcos’s personal
wealth was thought to be in the region of $10

billion. Since returning from exile in the 1990s,
the family have re-entered politics and in May
2010 Imelda Marcos was elected to congress.

Corruption overthrown

Since the overthrow of Marcos, Filipino
democracy has been plagued by attempted
military coups, continued corruption and
human rights abuse, a high level of debt and
conflict between government and separatist
groups objecting to the presence of US military
bases. Ordinary Filipinos organised the world’s
first Drop the Debt campaign and overthrew
corrupt President Joseph Estrada in 2001,
although many feel his successor Gloria Arroyo
was also grossly corrupt.  

Daily life

The Philippines has a population of 90 million
with 65% living in urban areas. With almost 33%
of the population living below the official
poverty line, life in the cities is tough for many.
Hundreds of thousands live in slums and are
dependent on ‘informal’ work such as scav-
enging in landfills. Other common work
includes home-based or sweatshop labour,
domestic services and construction. The
Philippines has a very high school enrolment
rate (80% combined gross enrolment ratio in
education) and adult literacy rate (93%) but
investment in education is still low. An estimat-
ed 3.5 million Filipino children are classified as
child labourers, helping their families to survive. 

National debt

The Philippines national debt is over $72.27 bil-
lion (Source: CIA World Factbook, December
2011 est.) or $693 per person, in a country
where 41.5% of people live on less than $2 a
day (World Bank, 2009). The Government
spends more on paying back its debt than it
does on health and education. While 2.2% of
the 2010 budget was allocated to health, 22%
was allocated to debt repayment. Both NGOs
and World Bank officials accept that most of
the national debt was borrowed by the Marcos
dictatorship.



Facilitator Sheet 2
The debt crisis in the Global South

The oil producing countries form a cartel* and push up the price of oil. They
make a fortune and put it in Western banks. Flooded with cash the banks set out
to use it to make more money by pushing cheap loans on any country they can
persuade to take one. The money is often spent on under researched, unrealis-
tic projects or wasted by dictators. The poor rarely benefit from the loans.

New economic policies in the West send interest rates sky high. This is disastrous
because loans are not cheap any more. More disaster - the prices of imports
poor countries buy (e.g. oil) rise and the prices of exports they sell (e.g. crops)
fall drastically.

The poorest countries fall deeper and deeper into debt. High interest levels mean
that countries end up owing more at the end than they did at the start. Some
countries end up having to take out new loans to pay the interest on old ones.

In 2005 the Make Poverty History coalition and other groups campaigned at the
G8 summit in Edinburgh and ‘100% cancellation’ was promised. Five years on,
only 10% of the total debt owed by low income countries has been dropped.
Although small, this debt relief has had some positive impacts. For instance, in
ten African countries that had debts cancelled, there has been an average
increase of around 40% on education spending, and a massive 70% on health-
care. However, for every $1 developing countries receive from developed
countries in aid, they still return $5 in debt repayments. A 2010 IMF report states
that the global recession has only worsened the situation for developing coun-
tries.  While the money involved is small compared to the trillions of dollars spent
in bank bailouts, the impact is devastating.  European countries such as Ireland
are now implemeting their own 'adjustment' programmes meaning huge cut-
backs in public spending on health, welfare, education and aid, affecting
ordinary people and the poorest of the world.

* Cartel is an informal group of businesses that maintain prices at a high level
and control production.

Adapted from Life or Debt, Debt and Development Coalition Ireland, 2001.
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Facilitator Sheet 3

Who are the World Bank and the IMF?

The World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) are closely linked organi-
sations set up towards the end of the Second
World War to enhance international trade and
financial co-operation. 

The World Bank

The function of the World Bank was largely to
aid the reconstruction of Europe after the
Second World War through the provision of
long-term loans. Its remit was later extended to
aiding the ‘development’ of poorer countries
by giving loans. 

International Monetary Fund (IMF)

The role of the IMF was to ensure global finan-
cial stability by giving short-term loans to
countries experiencing budget problems or
trade deficits (more money being spent on
imports than earned by exports). The IMF re-
schedules the debts of poor countries in return
for the implementation of a Structural
Adjustment Programme (SAP). SAP usually
means freezes on wage increases, cuts in pub-
lic spending, selling off public services, and
opening the country up to multinational
investors.

Growing criticism 

The two institutions have come in for growing
criticism since the 1970s. Critics argue that
some of their neoliberal economic policies
have increased poverty (especially in Sub-
Saharan Africa) and contributed to the
displacement of indigenous people and envi-
ronmental destruction. The IMF and World
Bank are now major creditors of poorer 
countries of the South. According to debt
campaigners 30,000 people are dying as a
result of poverty each day in the South yet
many countries are forced to spend more on
debt repayments to both banks and interna-
tional institutions than they spend on health
care or education. 

As a direct result of debt, the health of millions
of people has deteriorated, life expectancy
has decreased and school enrolments have
declined dramatically as fees for healthcare
and schools have been introduced. In recent
years, large-scale protests and demonstrations
against these policies have taken place in
countries across the world and in particular
outside the annual meetings of the IMF and
World Bank. In July 2005 the Make Poverty
History Campaign targeted the G8 Summit in
Gleneagles, Scotland. Huge publicity and
protests were followed by an agreement to
‘forgive’ some of the debt of the world’s poor-
est countries. However critics pointed out that
apart from not going nearly far enough, this
debt ‘forgiveness’ is tied to the same condi-
tions of structural adjustment policy, which
have caused poverty and inequality to
increase.

Sources: Debt and Development Coalition 

Ireland, Jubilee Research, No-Nonsense Guide to

Globalisation. 


