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Every day, we are seeing the material impact of unjust debt. Whether that’s 
in the 54 countries in a debt crisis – having to divert resources away from 
spending on healthcare, education and fighting the climate emergency in order 
to pay wealthy lenders. Or in our communities, where record energy prices have 
led to record energy debt, forcing households to go without gas for cooking or 
electricity for operating medical devices. Our campaigns to fight unjust debt are 
as relevant and needed as ever. 

Banks and hedge funds have long played 
a major role in driving debt crises in lower 
income countries through reckless lending. 
And when things go wrong, instead of taking 
responsibility, they profit handsomely from 
premium interest rates while pressing countries 
for full repayment. That’s why I am excited 
about our new campaign to win legislation 
to rein in cowboy lenders and stop them from 
holding lower income countries to ransom.  
You can read more on page 3.

Closer to home, people on pre-payment meters are seeing energy debt spike 
to £1.1bn. Repayments are deducted from credit which can leave people in the 
dark and cold. With high energy prices and a cost of living crisis, it is unrealistic 
to expect full repayment. People must come before debt. You can take action on  
page 8 to call for energy debt to be written off and for reform to the energy system.

Whether it’s on the global stage or closer to home, we are building collective 
power to create systemic and material change. We are excited about our latest  
campaign win – our Together Against Debt group in Glasgow, in coalition with 
Unite, got Glasgow City Council to cancel all school meal debt across the city! Wins  
like this are so important as we continue to fight for a world where no one and 
no country is pushed into hardship, exploitation and poverty through unjust debt. 
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Banks and hedge 
funds have long 
played a major role 
in driving debt crises. 
That’s why I’m 
excited about our 
new campaign to rein 
in cowboy lenders
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Why we need a new law to 
Stop Cowboy Lenders
Debt payments for lower 
income countries are at their 
highest level for 25 years and 
are becoming unsustainable. 
The pandemic, economic crises  
and high interest rates have 
pushed 54 countries into debt. 

In 2020, recognising how the Covid 
pandemic had worsened the debt 
crisis, the G20 group of self-appointed 
most powerful countries created a 
debt relief scheme. Only four countries 
have applied for the scheme so far, but  
none have had any debt cancelled.  

Zambia, one of the countries to 
request debt cancellation under 
this scheme, has continued to stand 
tall and demand lenders cancel 
some of their debts. But they have 
been rebuffed. Cowboy lenders like 
BlackRock have rejected their call for 
debt cancellation – leaving Zambia 
trapped in negotiations. 

This has also discouraged other 
countries such as Pakistan from 
calling for the debt cancellation  
their people so urgently need.  
This year Pakistan will spend  
$20 billion on debt payments to  
big banks and hedge funds. 

Right now, the country is struggling  
to rebuild after horrendous flooding 
last year, which affected 33 million 

people (equal to half the UK 
population), made far worse by 
the climate crisis. Yet Pakistan’s 
private lenders continue to demand 
maximum debt repayments. 
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With the high interest rates 
charged, financial speculators 
could make 200% profit 
from Pakistan, if paid in full

Private lenders are acting like 
cowboys, and stand to make massive 
profits. They have refused to cancel 
debt and are instead making millions 
in interest. The global economy 
is turning into the Wild West and 
cowboy lenders are getting away 
with the world’s biggest stick up.



 Take acTion:  
Find out more and add your voice to 
the campaign at debtjustice.org.uk/
stopcowboylenders

 Debt is impacting on the 
livelihood of many poor 
Ghanaians. Escalated food 
prices and the high cost of 
some basic social services are 
sending many Ghanaians back 
into poverty. We urgently  
need debt cancellation from 
foreign lenders to tackle our 
economic crisis. The UK has the 
power to make private lenders 
take part in debt relief. We 
urgently need them to do so.  
Bernard Anaba Integrated Social 
Development Centre, Ghana  
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At the end of last year, Ghana joined 
Zambia in calling for some of its debt  
to be cancelled. In 2022, Ghana 
spent three times more on external 
debt payments than it did on health 
care. Cancelling Ghana’s debt to a 
sustainable level could free up enough  
money to increase spending on 
health, education and climate by 50%.

three countries. 90% of the lending 
to the poorest countries is enforced 
through UK Courts. The UK currently 
props up the massive profits lenders 
can make from the global debt crisis, 
but it could change the law to give 
countries a way out of the debt trap. 

There is already a precedent for this 
type of law. In 2010 the UK passed  
a law to require lenders to take part  
in a previous international debt  
relief scheme. 

We’re not the only ones calling for a new  
law. Earlier this year, the UK parliament’s  
International Development Select 
Committee called on the government 
to consult on the introduction of 
legislation to compel private lenders 
to take part in debt relief. 

Thousands of us took action to demand  
financial giant BlackRock cancel 
Zambia’s debt, and we made some 
real progress, ensuring Zambia had a 
stronger position in their negotiations. 
But a new law would rein in cowboy 
lenders and force them to take part in 
debt cancellation.   

Campaigners in Zambia 
demand debt cancellation.

In contrast, if Ghana’s cowboy 
lenders are paid in full, they could 
make between $13 and $19 billion. 

Ghana, Pakistan and Zambia’s debts 
to cowboy lenders are all governed 
by UK law. And it is not just these 

http://www.debtjustice.org.uk/stopcowboylenders
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Why we need 
a new law to 
cancel debt in 
the Caribbean
Teyonna Delice-Mayers and Geneva Oliverie  
Caribbean Policy Development Centre

Civil society groups in Barbados 
calling for debt cancellation.

There is a silent debt crisis 
plaguing the Caribbean. 
Countries in the region are facing  
a high cost of living, excessive 
taxes and high fuel prices. 

One of the key factors underlying 
the region’s debt levels has been the 
Caribbean’s colonial history, which 
saw funds necessary for regional 
development being siphoned off to 
the metropolitan powers in Europe. 

After the abolition of slavery, it was 
the slave owners who benefitted from  
reparations of £20 million (around 
£29 billion today) for the loss of their 
property. There were no reparations or  
cancellation of debts when Caribbean 
nations gained their independence.  
Ironically, to facilitate our development,  
we became financially indebted to the 
same colonial powers which profited 
from the free labour of our ancestors. 

This wealth which was sucked from the  
bosom of Caribbean nations was then 
in part used to start the Industrial 
Revolution, provoking a climate crisis 
with long-lasting implications for the 
region. In a 70 year period since 1950, 
the region incurred damages of over 
US$30 billion from 854 named storms.

In a vicious cycle, countries are forced 
to continue servicing their debts when 
a natural hazard strikes, diverting 
vital resources away from emergency 
response and reconstruction efforts, 
and often times taking on more loans 
to fund redevelopment.

One proposal could change the 
structure of debt negotiations now and  
for generations to come. In the UK, 
there is a call for parliament to change  
the law to give countries a way out of 
debt traps. Given that 90% of lending 
to the poorest countries is enforced 
through UK courts, parliament has the 
power to require private lenders to 
take part in debt relief schemes.

 We in the Caribbean 
urge our friends in the UK 
to support a new law that 
requires private lenders 
to participate in debt 
restructuring initiatives. 

We must continue to lobby, demand, 
advocate and petition governments 
and world powers for equity, equality 
and justice. Even if we must sing the 
same melody a hundred times before 
our voice is heard, we will sing!



The cost of living crisis, coupled with a broken energy system, has 
pushed UK households into a record £2.4 billion of energy debt. 
Around £1.1 billion of the debt is held by households with pre-pay 
energy accounts – leaving them at risk of disconnection and the 
deadly effects of cold, dark and damp homes.

Even before this current crisis, 
household debt owed by people on 
the lowest incomes was growing.  
The pressure on UK households is 
unlikely to let up this year – 7 million 
people are expected to be unable to 
meet their energy and food bills in full. 

Millions of households are now under 
further pressure as the Energy Bill 
Support Scheme, which provided a 
universal £400 grant, has ended.  
The Department for Work and 
Pensions has also resumed the  
‘Fuel Direct’ debt repayment scheme, 
meaning that people claiming benefits 
including Universal Credit could face 
higher deductions from their support.

Most households pay for both gas and  
electricity by direct debit. There is  
also a significant minority of pre-pay 
meter (PPM) users, with 4.3 million 
electricity and 3.4 million gas PPMs 
recorded in 2020. This means people 
must top up their accounts before any 
energy is provided to their home.

Energy suppliers can forcefully install 
PPMs by obtaining a magistrate’s 
court warrant after energy debt has 
built up and payments have been 
missed. Daily ‘standing charges’ 
continue to be levied and need to be  
re-paid even when a meter runs out 
of credit and no energy is being used. 
Citizens Advice have seen record 
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Protesters demand action 
on the cost of living crisis, 
London, February 2022. 
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The scandal of 
pre-pay meters 
and energy debt 
in the UK 

https://flic.kr/p/2n3e1Nu


 Take acTion:  
when we come together we can 
challenge the exploitation and 
hardship created by unjust debt.  
Join the campaign to end energy 
Debt: debtjustice.org.uk/ukdebt 

 I live in a socially rented 
apartment split over 
two floors and need to 
use a stairlift because of 
fibromyalgia and arthritis.

I have been notified by my 
housing provider that my 
rent will also be going up and 
they have yet to find me more 
suitable accommodation. 

I don’t have peace of mind 
and I am already dreading 
next winter when my energy 
bills will go up again.
Junnie Braithwaite, 56, north-east London

numbers of people who are unable 
to top up their PPMs. This highly 
dangerous situation can leave people 
unable to heat their homes, clean, 
wash, operate medical equipment, 
switch the lights on or cook hot food. 

The government recently revealed that  
the vast majority of households that 
transfer to pre-pay energy accounts 
now do so remotely via smart meters, 
not court mandated warrants. In reality,  
households struggling to keep up with  
energy payments may feel they have no  
other option and every new household 
moving to pre-pay energy means more 
people at risk of disconnection.

Half of UK households are now 
rationing their energy use and nearly 
one in five are living in cold damp 
homes. Cold homes can cause or 
worsen serious health conditions – 
each year 10,000 people die as a result. 

It is unfair and unrealistic to expect 
people to pay back record amounts 
of debt created by a broken energy 
market.
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Advice
www.capuk.org  
Tel: 0800 328 0006

www.citizensadvice.org.uk 
Tel: 0808 223 1133

www.stepchange.org 
Tel: 0800 138 1111 

www.nationaldebtline.org 
Tel: 0808 808 4000

We don’t provide debt advice, please contact the organisations below if 
you need debt advice or support.

Support
These organisations can help with the 
worry and stress that often accompanies 
problem debts. 
www.samaritans.org  Tel: 116 123 
www.mind.org.uk  Tel: 0300 123 3393

You can also search free and 
independent advice agencies in your 
community using: www.advicelocal.uk  
and advicefinder.turn2us.org.uk

Debt advice

https://www.debtjustice.org.uk/ukdebt
http://www.capuk.org
http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk
http://www.stepchange.org
http://www.nationaldebtline.org
http://www.samaritans.org
http://www.mind.org.uk
https://www.advicelocal.uk
https://advicefinder.turn2us.org.uk
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The only way to tackle the  
UK’s household debt crisis is  
to come together to change  
the rigged economic system 
that pushes millions of people 
into debt and keeps them 
trapped there. 

Our Together Against Debt project 
brings together people who have 
experienced high levels of debt first 
hand to campaign for change.  

A recent Together Against Debt 
campaign win in Glasgow illustrates 
the power of this activism, with 
Glasgow City Council agreeing to write  
off £300,000 of school meal debt.

A new survey published by the 
Scottish government suggested  
that nearly 60% of pupils sometimes 
went to bed or school hungry. Debt 
that had built up, sometimes without 
parents even realising, was  
preventing children eating.

With the pledge to cancel all existing 
school meal debt, the Together Against  
Debt campaign in Glasgow has taken  
a big step forward. As part of the Feed  
the Weans campaign, the coalition 
will build on this victory to push for 
an end to means-based ‘free’ school 
meals and provide school dinners for 
all children in Scotland.

In Manchester, the collaboration with  
the ACORN community union has been 
strengthened with a well attended rally  
putting more pressure on Manchester 
City Council to Boot the Bailiffs. 

In south London a successful protest 
outside Brixton Town Hall kept up the 
pressure on the council to keep their  
promise to fix all the homes on the 
Leigham Court Estate up to a decent 
standard to prevent the build up of 
energy debt. 

All over the country people are 
coming together against debt and 
campaigning for change. 

Find out more at:  
debtjustice.org.uk/TAD
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Together Against Debt 
in the UK

The Leigham Court campaign 
group protesting outside 
Lambeth Town Hall.
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At last November’s climate 
negotiations in Egypt, a new  
fund was created to compensate  
countries for the damage inflicted  
on them by the climate crisis. 

Debt Justice supporters joined with 
campaigners from across the world 
in calling for the negotiations to 
agree the fund for loss and damage. 
Without compensation, countries hit 
by the climate emergency take on 
more debt, worsening the debt crisis, 
and making it even harder for them to 
tackle climate change. 

The final official outcome from the 
negotiations also recognised the role 
that the debt crisis is having on the 
ability of lower income countries to 
respond to the climate crisis. 

 We cannot pay, we will not 
pay. Debt must be abolished 
for climate justice.
Farooq Tariq  Kissan Rabita Committee, 
Pakistan

Pakistan is one country suffering from 
both the debt and climate crisis, with 
last year’s floods impacting 33 million 
people. Farooq Tariq from the Kissan 
Rabita Committee in Pakistan said at 
the climate negotiations: “We cannot 
pay, we will not pay. Debt must be 
abolished for climate justice.”

It’s crucial that at this year’s 
international climate summit, COP28 
in December, rich countries give the 
new fund enough money to meet the 
scale of the crisis.

Campaign update: Make polluters 
pay for climate damage

Last year, over 10,000 of us 
backed the campaign to make 
sure financial giant BlackRock 
cancelled Zambia’s debt.

Since we started campaigning, Zambia  
has been able to increase its spending  
on social services such as healthcare 
by a fifth, since it stopped making 
payments on its debt to international 
lenders, such as BlackRock. Having 
previously cut public spending to keep  
paying the debt, defaulting has given  
the southern African country some  

Blackrock campaign update
breathing space. And our campaigning  
together, alongside campaigners 
in Zambia, has helped strengthen 
Zambia’s hand. But Zambia, like 
many other countries, is still trying to 
negotiate a reduction in its debt. 

Incredibly, because of how the global 
financial system has developed, all of 
Zambia’s debts to private lenders are 
governed by English law. This gives 
us a huge opportunity and means the 
UK could help break the impasse in 
negotiations by legislating to make 
banks and hedge funds cancel debt. 



We are a campaigning organisation 
dedicated to ending unjust debt 
and building a fair economy for all, 
here in the UK and across the world.

Debt Justice, Oxford House, 
Derbyshire Street, London, 
E2 6HG, United Kingdom
Registered Charity no. 1055675 
Company limited by guarantee 
no. 3201959

 @debtjustice 

   Debt Justice

  debtjustice.org.uk

  info@debtjustice.org.uk

Order campaigning materials and 
more editions of Drop It! at:
debtjustice.org.uk/materials
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Put human life before debt.  
Not just today, but for generations.

 our decision to leave a 
legacy reflects our conviction 
that this is a cause which 
must be pursued long-term. 
our greatest challenges and, 
we hope and believe, our 
greatest triumphs lie ahead.
David and Veronica Golding,  
Debt Justice supporters 

Leave a gift in your will to Debt Justice

ABoUT DeBT JUsTicesTAy connecTeD

Find out more on how to leave a gift in your will 
to Debt Justice here: debtjustice.org.uk/legacy  
or you can email: matt@debtjustice.org.uk 
or call us on: 07450 875495

https://twitter.com/debtjustice
https://www.facebook.com/debtjustice.org.uk
http://www.debtjustice.org.uk
https://www.debtjustice.org.uk/materials
https://www.debtjustice.org.uk/legacy
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Detach here

add your name to the petition 
calling on andrew Mitchell, 
Minister of State for africa, to act
Countries in debt crisis are being held to  
ransom by big banks and hedge funds.  
These lenders are acting like cowboys 
– making millions in interest payments 
while lower income countries are left 
without enough money to pay for health,  
education, or tackle the climate crisis.

54 countries are now facing a debt 
crisis. But instead of agreeing to cancel 
some of the debt, big banks and hedge 
funds are demanding it all – plus interest.

The global economy is turning into  
the Wild West and cowboy lenders  
are getting away with the world’s 
biggest stick up. 

Signed

Name

Address

               Postcode

Email

order materials for this campaign:    
Send me   copies of this magazine   Send me   campaign postcards
Tick if you want to find out more about leaving a legacy to Debt Justice 
Tick if you would like to hear about Debt Justice’s work:    by email     by post
You can unsubscribe at any time. Please see our privacy policy at: debtjustice.org.uk/privacy

Stop Cowboy Lenders

But we’ve got a chance to stop this – 
90% of the lending to lower income 
countries is enforced through UK courts. 
That means we can push for a new law 
to make cowboy lenders cancel debt. 

We can stop them in their tracks,  
but only if enough of us act. Will you 
add your voice to the campaign?  

I’m calling on you to push the government to introduce a new law to make sure 
lower income countries in crisis can get their debts cancelled. 

Rt Hon andrew Mitchell MP  
Stop cowboy lenders holding lower income countries to ransom
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Mitchell MP  

Stop cowboy lenders 
holding lower income 
countries to ransom
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