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Living off the Dump



There was a sweetness in the hot Guatemala City air—like something was rotting. Vultures circled overhead, scouting for dinner. Walking through the neglected graveyard—over the broken concrete, shards of glass, and rusty bits of scrap metal—I was thankful I had my high-top leather boots. My guide, Fito, said, “Wait here,” while he peeked around the lanes of this necropolis to be sure no thieves were lurking in the shadows, awaiting some naive and vulnerable tourist. Then he motioned for me to follow him to the bluff.


There, across a moat-like canyon, we spied a desperate world. Stretching before us were a thousand humans scavenging a vast dump. As trucks spilled their refuse, people scrambled to sort through anything that could be of value. Some specialized in cardboard (100 pounds gets you 50 cents) or plastic (100 pounds nets $3), while others gathered glass. Fito said that various metals had been most in demand, but just that month China had stopped buying, causing the value to drop in half.


A steady parade of trucks lumbered in and out of the dump. Professional recyclers clung to their running boards and tailgates as they made their daily commute to and from work. They compete for this job. On a good day, a strong scavenger can make $4 or even $5.


Fito, a former gang member, recalled how he’d spent years in that dump. “On a good day, you’d make a few dollars. On a bad day...you’d go home bloody.” Lifting up his scarred hand for me to touch, he said, “You could tell a dump worker by this. You smelled like trash. Even when you changed your clothes and bathed, you still smelled like garbage. At school, people treated you like garbage. You were known as a scavenger.”


Not wanting to linger here—as it wasn’t all that safe—we retreated to our awaiting van. Driving through the vast cemetery, it hit me how this necropolis was a metaphor for the daily reality of the living: Everyone has their place. Some tombs, owned by oligarchs, towered like pyramids—monuments to a wealthy man’s ego. Many more were just rented niches in a wall. And, of course, the reality for most was the boneyard: a mass burial site for the anonymous remains of the forgotten poor. When traveling in countries like Guatemala, I find myself thinking a lot about the gap between rich and poor. Passing one oligarch’s grandiose memorial, I pondered how that gap follows you even into death.


Safely buckled into the van, I sipped the latte I had picked up in a nearby gated community. It occurred to me that my drink cost me about what a strong scavenger would hope to make on a good day. It also struck me that the scavengers I had just seen were the children of the people I saw scavenging in the same dump on a visit 30 years ago. Nothing had changed...except that I was much richer.





Making a Public Television Special about Hunger and Hope



I’ve been fascinated with the structural roots of poverty since I first stood on that bluff half a lifetime ago. Over the years, I’ve made several trips to developing countries specifically to learn about why, in a world of such abundance, people go hungry.


It’s clear that there’s enough food in every country to feed the people in that country. Hunger is a simple matter of buying power. If Juan’s cat has more buying power than María’s child, Juan’s cat gets the tuna. Much of the poverty keeping people down is structural: Trade policies can keep underdeveloped countries underdeveloped. And local conditions, seemingly by design, can keep people within those countries poor.


I’m privileged in so many ways. I live in a rich and highly developed country. If I’m hungry, I go to the supermarket. If I need water, I turn on the faucet. When I’m sick, I go to the doctor. And my children enjoyed a fine education. Meanwhile, almost a billion people get none of that. It’s like we live on two different planets. And it’s so easy for privileged people—people like me—to ignore this reality.


As a travel writer, it’s my challenge to be honest about this reality, and to share it with people back home. That’s why, in 2019, I set out to make a TV special that would distill into one hour the most important lessons in the fight against global hunger. I sought to answer some difficult questions: What does extreme poverty look like? What’s causing it? What’s working in the fight to end it? How has development aid become smarter and more effective? And why is investing in the fight to end hunger a good and practical investment?


According to the World Bank, of the over 7 billion people on our planet, about half are struggling to live on under $5 a day. And roughly 700 million live in what experts call “extreme poverty”—trying to make it on under $2 a day. Again, the latte I enjoy every morning costs me a day’s wages in the countries where the beans were grown. It’s not a guilt trip. I’m not wrong to be wealthy; but I believe I’m wrong to be oblivious. And I’m right to help work for economic justice and fairness.


There are big and positive changes going on in the world’s poorest corners. Just in the last generation, we’ve made dramatic progress in the fight against hunger. Since 1990, the number of people living in extreme poverty has dropped by more than half, from 2 billion to less than 1 billion (according to World Bank figures). We are on a trajectory to end extreme poverty in our lifetime.


My goal was to travel to the Global South (a term used to describe low- and middle-income countries in Africa, Latin America, and Asia) not as a tourist, but as a student. I wanted to use one country in each hemisphere as my classroom: Ethiopia and Guatemala. In each place, I’d learn about inspiring ways that today’s smart development work—often made possible by foreign aid—is having a big impact. I’d show how, by mixing new thinking, new technology, and the hard work of locals, development makes our world both less hungry and more stable.


A one-hour special about global hunger is not a recipe for a big TV hit. But for viewers who watch public television to broaden their perspectives and learn about our world, this content would be worthwhile and timely—and I was determined to make it compelling and substantial. Rather than focusing on runny-nosed kids with spindly limbs and distended bellies, I wanted to offer hope: bright-eyed children whose improved lives are the result of smart development work. And, rather than share a kumbaya hour for people inclined to love their neighbor, I wanted to frame the information in a way that would inspire pragmatic capitalists who are motived more by national security and opening up markets than by the Golden Rule.


Tackling—and beating—extreme poverty is a realistic goal. To show how, I needed help. So I made a point to huddle with hard realists and the smartest people in today’s world of development aid. With the organizational support of the United Nations World Food Program, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and several non-governmental organizations (NGOs), I put together my plan. I traveled to Ethiopia and Guatemala for three weeks to scout, then came back six months later with my TV crew to film the special. And in early 2020, public television stations across the country aired Rick Steves Hunger and Hope: Lessons from Ethiopia and Guatemala.


This book is a companion piece to the TV special. It shares many of the same lessons, but with more depth and many things I learned that couldn’t fit into the show. My goal for both is the same: To help my fellow privileged Americans better understand the plight of hungry people around our globe, and to see how smart development aid can be a good investment. Because when I travel in the developing world, I find hunger…and I also find hope.
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A one-hour TV script is limited to 6,000 words. With this report, I have the luxury of three times that verbiage to share the lessons I learned that couldn’t fit into the show.








Ethiopia: From Skyscrapers to Thatched Huts



My film crew and I sat down at a dusty roadside restaurant in Tigray (in northern Ethiopia), and our lunch hit the table immediately. I didn’t see a menu. It was just “lunch”: the standard meal of injera, a spongy sourdough flatbread made of teff (the staple grain of Ethiopia since ancient times) with a variety of stews and salads atop it. The injera functions as the bread, the eating utensil (you rip off a piece and grab other food with it), and the plate—all at the same time. When the stews and salads are gone, you get to eat the injera—so tasty with all the juices and flavors soaked into it. Watching six hungry hands descend on the spread and gobble every bit of it up, it occurred to me that in Ethiopia, you do more than “clean your plate”—you eat it.


We had chosen Ethiopia as our African classroom for our Rick Steves Hunger and Hope: Lessons from Ethiopia and Guatemala special. With vibrant and unforgettable images—both epic landscapes and eye-catching close-ups (like that roadside injera feast)—it’s made-to-order for vivid TV.


Ethiopia, with a rich and ancient heritage, is proud of its status as an African country that was never a European colony. It’s a country of many ethnic groups, some of the oldest Christian churches anywhere, a world-renowned coffee tradition, and dramatic natural beauty. Ethiopia has just over 100 million people and only 700,000 cars. According to the World Bank, the average per capita income is less than $1,000, but its GDP is growing at about 10 percent a year. Over the last generation, the fertility rate has dropped from seven children per mother to four. While Ethiopia has long struggled with poverty and famine, it’s making great strides. In 2000, Ethiopia had one of most dysfunctional economies in world, but after 20 years of steady growth, it’s a model of hope.


Ethiopia’s capital, Addis Ababa—with over 3 million people—is emblematic of a developing world that is becoming more and more urban. A tale of two cities, it has its high-rises, efficient mass transit, and the headquarters of the African Union on one hand, and chaotic market scenes and teeming slums on the other.


Big cities like Addis are a seductive draw for young people from the countryside. For a poor rural person, a high-energy city—with an enticing consumer society and office towers that seem to promise job opportunities—has a strong appeal. This is part of a global trend: The allure of the big city depopulates the countryside and fills the barrios. Ravines, considered uninhabitable by the local government, become shantytowns crowded with people who came to the big city dreaming of solid employment…only to find themselves mired in urban poverty.
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Addis Ababa, capital of Ethiopia, with modern public transit and the gleaming headquarters of the African Union, is a leading African city.





In any country, venturing beyond the capital gives you a more complete picture. But if you just drive the main highway, you have “road bias”—seeing only what can afford to gather along that main thoroughfare. A more complex, often more challenging reality lies off the road…and that’s where we found our most vivid examples of extreme poverty.


It’s easy to ignore something if you’ve never actually seen it. Most of the world’s extremely poor people—which the UN defines as those living on less than $2 a day—are small family farmers, living off the grid and beyond the view of the developed world. While our public television special would focus on the promise of development and hopeful scenes, I needed to start by showing extreme poverty. What was life actually like for the 700 million people on our planet who are struggling to survive?
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