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Remarks by Alicia Bárcena, Executive Secretary of the Economic 

Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), during the 

luncheon with Thomas Piketty, author of the book 

“Capital in the Twenty-First Century” 

Santiago, 15 January 2015 

Dear Thomas Piketty,  

Welcome to the Economic Commission for Latin America and the 

Caribbean (ECLAC), the home of the United Nations in Latin America 

and the Caribbean. I would like to thank you for accepting our invitation 

to join us today. Your presence here is of enormous significance to our 

work **** and represents a key opportunity for a possible future 

collaboration.  

A first point to be stressed about your work  is the effort that was 

deployed to construct a rigorous data base from information which is 

largely disperse, and difficult to obtain and systematize. The quality of 
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the statistical compilation and analysis in your book provides solid 

foundations for the theoretical analysis that follows.  This empirical 

effort incorporates the results of 15 years of work by a large research 

team in the Paris School of Economics. 

By the way, ECLAC is facing the difficulties of the availability of long 

series of data and the caveats of household surveys. We have been 

adjusting the underestimation by contrasting the results with those 

provided by national accounts.   

A second crucial contribution is the way you used this solid empirical 

analysis to construct a powerful narrative of growth and inequality in 

20 industrialized economies in the long run. You succeeded in moving 

ahead from traditional narratives in economics that tended to see the 

evolution of inequality as an almost automatic or natural process in 

which inequality first increases and later tends to diminish (as depicted 

in the Kuznets curve). You ably challenge this trend by showing the 
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strong social and political determinants in the evolution of income 

distribution.   

Your main findings and thesis strongly speak to the core of the ECLAC 

tradition, which has always sought to take into account the political and 

social dimensions that condition the outcomes of the economic system. 

1. First, that inequality is not inevitable and can be reverted by active 

public policies, particularly fiscal policy. In other words, democratic 

societies have space for making decisions about how much inequality 

they are ready to accept. Inequality is not fate; we can choose and we 

have instruments to affect its trends. If we do not adopt active policies 

to curb inequality, it will tend to increase as the owners of wealth will 

become richer (particularly those at the top 1% and 10%) than those 

who receive incomes from wages or form the creation of new wealth. 

You stress the importance of inherited wealth on the concentration of 

income distribution. Your argument implies that the conservative idea 
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that sees inequality as a mere reflection of inequality in efforts and 

merits and in the production process cannot stand any more.  

2. You demonstrate with empiric evidence that the world today is 

returning towards "wealth concentration through assets or through 

financialization : The top 10  influence and power is increasing, creating 

a patrimonial capitalism. La cuna importa/“the cradle matters”: This 

means that the place in which you are born and your family ties are key 

to your starting point vis a vis inequality. 

The Latin American data confirm your views. Looking at the billionaires 

of LAC (top 1% of highest wealth holders), in the last decades between 

1987-2013 their average wealth grew by 6.7% annually which is more 

than 3 to 4 % of the growth of the region. 

All this has important implications for thinking growth and 

development. A society which is patrimonial and oligarchic is a society 

which does not reward talent as it should and which closes doors to 

social mobility and potential innovators. It is a society in which the 
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legitimacy of the political and economic fabric could be challenged. It is 

very important to place equality top in the agenda once again. 

The problems of rentierism are particularly acute in Latin America, 

where rents from natural resources and from the use of cheap labor are 

more important than in the developed world. We have emphasized 

inequality and income distribution are closely linked to the productive 

structure. We need to close structural gaps: infrastructure, 

productivity, knowledge and education to open more room for 

innovation and technological change instead of relying mainly on 

unskilled labor and natural resources.  

As mentioned, societies can choose. There is nothing natural in the 

current state of affairs. The historical experience of many countries 

(especially in Europe) proves that policies, particularly fiscal policies, did 

make a significant difference. In this sense your proposal of applying 

progressive taxation of global capital is most relevant. This will require 

a global political multilateral pact. Your work is extremely helpful to 
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raise awareness in the political and policy agendas and put pressure on 

developed countries to open up to the discussion at the G20 and other 

multilateral fora. 

3. We share the view that progressive taxation of capital and income is 

an important tool for State intervention. Actually in more than 14 

countries of the region the fiscal debate of the last decade has 

incorporated the need to move towards progressive taxation of income 

as reflected in the reforms. Furthermore, fiscal reforms in these 

countries have been aimed at taxing capital income in order not only to 

increase the poor tax revenues -which account around 17% of GDP-, 

but also to correct the regressive structure of their tax systems, 

through social policies and public investment.  The results so far have 

been heterogeneous which will be reviewed in our Annual Fiscal 

Seminar next March with the Fiscal Authorities of the region.  

Even though efforts have been done in fiscal policy, tax revenues have 

risen 4 percentage points of GDP since 2000. On average, deficits have 
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been narrower and in 2013 public debt held steady at about 30% of 

GDP for the region, with almost equal proportions of external and 

domestic debt. Public expenditure has steadily grown to levels of 19.1% 

of GDP.  

However, the economic slowdown and volatility in commodity prices 

have tended to erode the fiscal position, and consolidation efforts 

should therefore be redoubled in those countries with financing 

difficulties. 

Although the service of the public debt is the lowest of the three last 

decades still the region allocates almost 2% of GDP to pay interests of 

public debt while public education is costing around 5% of GDP. The 

challenge is that with such a small tax burden it is almost impossible to 

provide and finance good-quality welfare services and public goods.  

Together with the fiscal reforms, the region is debating the importance 

of open government particularly the transparency of fiscal and financial 

information. 
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4. As in the case of developing countries illicit flows to and from Latin 

America and the Caribbean represents a huge transfer of financial 

resources surpassing other financial flows. In average, the region has 

been exporting US$ 113 billion of non-normalized illicit financial flows. 

**** 

5. We celebrate that you are inviting academics and institutions to 

participate and complement your work, through the World Top Income 

Data Base. We have already collaborated with your colleagues, Facundo 

Alvaredo, in the case of Uruguay. ECLAC stands ready to further 

expanding the geographical and methodological scope of your research 

by working together in building bridges to strengthen the capacities of 

fiscal and financial authorities of the region. 

ECLAC/CEPAL is in fact the longest-standing regional intergovernmental 

think tank devoted to development theory in Latin America and the 

Caribbean with a structuralist viewpoint. We provide a vision of 

development rooted in the specificities of our region. Our organization 
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provides comparable analytical research, as we hold the broadest data 

base of official statistics on economic, social, environmental, 

demographic and gender indicators. We also provide policy advice and 

technical assistance and training to the 33 countries of the region in the 

key dimensions their development.  

In the past decade, we have focused our work on equality from 

different economic and social perspectives, based on a rights-based 

approach and empirical evidence derived from the most updated 

statistical official information. As an example, we are the regional 

repository of the Population Census of the region, the Household 

Surveys and the National Accounts.  

 

We share with you the idea that markets can be most useful, but they 

cannot alone correct inequalities or give rise to sustainable growth in 

the long run.  
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From our perspective, to achieve productive convergence with equality 

and innovation there is the need for an active State, with proactive 

policies and regulatory frameworks to favor structural change and 

income distribution.  

 

This perspective is broadly labeled as the heterodox tradition in 

economics, of which ECLAC has been an active proponent and an early 

contributor.  

We believe that growth, income distribution and structural change are 

at the very core of our definition of development.  

The relationship and synergies between these variables are the subject 

of the last three ECLAC documents, “Time for equality: closing gaps, 

opening trails ”, “Structural change for Equality” and “Compacts for 

Equality”.  

We understand that placing equality at the center implies a break with 

the economic paradigm that has prevailed in the region for at least 
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three decades. For the continent, this emerges as a moral imperative. 

Our conviction is clear: equality must be a driver for growth as growth 

must boost equality. 

There have been some experiences of rapid growth in our economic 

history, but they did not improve income distribution. And in spite of 

Latin America’s significant advances in reducing inequality in recent 

years, still remains as the most unequal region of the world. 

This is why after reading your book, I feel compelled to join forces with 

your team to research and systematize the fiscal data from 

administrative registries as far back as possible in time. In fact, it would 

be extremely interesting to measure wealth and income inequality with 

your methodology. 

As our region faces persistent challenges to translate the formal 

equality of citizens before the law into concrete and effective 

mechanisms for access to information, inclusion and social equality, 

particularly for the younger generations it will be a wonderful 
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opportunity to place in the open the findings of this research as you do 

in your World Top Income Data Base.  

A little over four decades ago, with his deep voice and shrewd gaze, 

Pablo Neruda received his well deserved Nobel prize for literature in 

Stockholm. Upon closing his acceptance speech, he paid tribute to 

Rimbaud, and I quote “only with a burning patience can we conquer 

the splendid City which will give light, justice and dignity to all mankind. 

In this way the song will not have been sung in vain.” 

From the Chile of Neruda, who honoured another precociously gifted 

Frenchman, I wish to thank you, Thomas, for fanning the flames of that 

burning patience. 

Many thanks; you have the floor. 

 


