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Poverty and chronic deprivation have long been a
tragic aspect of human society. In the past this was
often accepted with a sense of resignation, a sense
of fatality that the poor will always be with us.
Indeed poverty often served the interests of domi-
nant social groups by assuring low-cost agriculture
labourers and workers for off-farm activities as
well as domestic service, to say nothing of supply-
ing an inexhaustible and expendable source of
recruits for warfare.

Compassion drove some to offer charity to the
poor, particularly through religious institutions.
But this was rarely enough to prevent deprivation
punctuated by sharp famines. 

Today perspectives on poverty have been trans-
formed. The sheer scale of mass poverty – over
 million absolutely poor human beings con-
demned to short lives stunted by malnutrition, ill
health and illiteracy – is no longer acceptable from
either a moral or a realpolitik standpoint.

This new understanding is incorporated in the
declaration made by world leaders at the
Millennium Summit, in which for the first time 
in history, human society committed itself to
reducing substantially – by half – the numbers in
absolute poverty within a short period of time, 
by .

I do not believe that the new consensus is merely
a matter of rhetoric. In modern economies, large-
scale poverty imposes an enormous economic loss,
wasting the talents and energies of hundreds of

millions of men and women, diverted from
socially productive activities that could create
wealth for society to the struggle for mere survival.
Even worse, in a world of interconnection and
mobility, poverty poses a growing threat to social
stability and civil order and acts as a reservoir for
communicable diseases and a trigger for crime and
strife. Nobody, rich or poor, can remain immune
from the consequences.

Moreover, with the spread of participative gover-
nance and democracy, the fate of a substantial pro-
portion of the population who are poor, in some
cases the majority, cannot be ignored by society as
a whole. The poor have to be recognized as indi-
viduals with rights and as potential agents of
change who can themselves play an increasing role
in determining social and economic outcomes. It
is not a coincidence, as Nobel Laureate A. K. Sen
has emphasized, that famines occur in dictator-
ships, not in democracies. The latter simply can-
not allow mass starvation and are under growing
pressure to respond to mass poverty.

Mass poverty hurts not only the poor but claims
everyone as its victim. Its continuation is in no
one’s interest.

Today, this recognition underpins the will and
commitment to end poverty, within nations and
across them, reinforced by a growing understand-
ing that poverty is neither natural nor inevitable.
The experience of the last  years, for example in
East Asia, shows what can be done. But there
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remains considerable uncertainty about what are
the best, most effective and rapid ways to end
poverty and hunger, particularly in rural areas
where the bulk of the poor live.

It is this theme that the Rural Poverty Report
 addresses.

The starting point is that poor groups should not
be seen, as all too often they are, merely as a bur-
den on society. Rather, the poor, especially women,
are hard working and often effective microentre-
preneurs, whether as smallholder farmers, herders,
artisanal fishermen or in petty trades and crafts. If
the conditions could be created for these small pro-
ducers to become more effective in production and
trade, poor groups could contribute significantly to
achieving a higher and more sustainable pace of
development, promoting not only economic
growth but social cohesion. The empowerment of
the poor is what many call this.

But such conditions will not come about easily
or quickly. The legacy of history and the long mar-
ginalization of poor groups in terms of the distri-
bution of land and other assets, in terms of insti-
tutions and of centuries of inequity in access to
education, nutrition and health, create too great
an obstacle.

These obstacles must be addressed and overcome
if the challenging targets on poverty reduction are
to be achieved. Acting directly on poverty means
addressing the constraints that trap large numbers
in poverty where they are, and in terms of how
they earn their livelihood.

Some three quarters of the poor live in rural
areas. According to projections, a majority of the
poor will continue to be in rural areas well into the
st century.

The rural poor depend primarily on agriculture
and related activities for their livelihood. It would
seem natural that to have a substantial effect on
poverty, domestic investment and external assis-
tance alike should focus on the rural areas where
the poor live and on agriculture, the basis of their

survival. But the poor and the rural rarely have the
same voice in decision-making as the better-off
and the urban. Thus the proportion of official
development assistance going to agriculture has
fallen from about % in the late s to about
% today. Assistance to agriculture from interna-
tional financial institutions has followed a similar
path.

The declining support for agriculture is extremely
damaging to efforts to reduce poverty and hunger.
Food staples, cereals like wheat, rice, maize,
sorghum and millet, and roots and tubers like yam
and cassava are central in the rural poor’s food
economy and struggle for survival. Food staples
provide the bulk of the output and income of the
rural poor and are their main source of calorie
intake. The urban poor also spend much of their
incomes on purchasing food staples.

Thus, what happens to the output and yield of
food staples has a large impact on poverty trends.
During the s and most of the s, for exam-
ple, food staple yields rose sharply and poverty
declined rapidly. In the s, on the other hand,
food staple yield growth slowed down substan-
tially, as did the rate of poverty decline. This fail-
ure to maintain the rate of growth of crop yields
over the last decade is due to many causes. But cer-
tainly a major cause is the erosion of funding, for
example for agricultural research, internationally
at the level of the  institutions and domestic-
ally for research and extension services.

This neglect of agriculture, in terms of both
international development cooperation and
domestic resource allocation, must be redressed if
we hope to achieve the challenging poverty targets
of the Millennium Summit.

There are those who argue that what is required
for poverty eradication is economic growth and
that any effort to promote empowerment of the
poor merely diverts energies and weakens the
effort to accelerate growth. Certainly growth of
production is vital. But for poverty reduction it is
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equally important to ask, growth in whose hands?
Increases in production by commercial farmers in
well-watered areas, or indeed in urban manufac-
turing, are certainly welcome from the point of
view of national income, food availability at the
national level, and exports. But such increases may
do little to reduce food insecurity and poverty for
the millions of smallholder farmers and herders
living in resource-poor areas. A rise in production
in their hands will have a significantly larger
impact on poverty than a comparable increase in
the incomes of better-off groups. Growth, in the
current idiom, needs to be ‘pro-poor’!

Moreover in many poor countries, especially in
sub-Saharan Africa, up to one half of the total popu-
lation live below the poverty line. In these circum-
stances sustained growth can be achieved only by
creating conditions in which poor groups, largely
poor farmers, herders and so on, can increase their
productivity and output. Empowering these poor
groups is not a diversion from promoting growth.
On the contrary, it is an effective, and perhaps the
only, way of achieving sustainable growth.

Empowerment essentially means reversing the
historical legacy of marginalization that traps large
numbers in chronic poverty. Key elements of this
include access to economic services as well as pri-
mary health and education, and the possibility of
the poor organizing themselves, especially at local
community level to project their views and inter-
ests and to gain a larger voice in decision-making
on local resource allocation. The empowerment 
of the poor and their participation in local gov-
ernance would also make more accountable the
use of public resources that are spent in their
name but often go astray for well-known reasons.
Perhaps, rather than empowerment, we might say
the emancipation of poor groups from the historic
constraints that bind them in poverty. ‘Man is
born free, and everywhere he is in chains’, said a
French philosopher. Our task is to help the poor
remove those chains.

If empowerment is crucial for the poor, it is dou-
bly so for poor women. Even compared to their
male counterparts, poor women have significantly
lower access to education and health or to eco-
nomic services like credit and extension. They
have often been denied the right to hold title to
land and have even less voice in community 
decision-making. Women in many countries pro-
duce a large part of food crops and undertake
most food processing and preparation in addition
to their family tasks. They are the real architects of
household food security and yet they suffer dis-
proportionately from poverty and hunger. Ending
hunger and poverty must begin with enhancing
women’s access to social and economic services
and decision-making.

But empowerment will serve little purpose if the
material means for increasing production and
incomes are not available to the poor. The Report
looks at four central factors – assets, technology,
markets and institutions – and examines policies
and strategies that could strengthen the position
of the poor. 

In terms of assets, land and water rights are
obviously the most critical for the rural poor and
historically among the most difficult to change.
Yet in recent years new approaches have been
forged for agrarian reform using collaborative,
sometimes market-based, approaches that often
also involve s. These need to be pursued.
Access to water in the coming years will be even
more problematic. Indeed competition for water
is already emerging as a source of tension between
groups, even between nations. Greater resources
and new technologies have to be mobilized,
together with the direct involvement of poor
farmers, to bring about more equitable and sus-
tainable solutions to the complex issues of water
use and water stress.

Human capital, and the capacity to work, are
among the most important assets the poor possess.
Unfortunately, past deprivation has often left
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them inadequately equipped in the skills required
to deal with modern technologies and markets.
Enhancing these skills and building the human
capital of the poor is particularly important, as it
would have a major impact on both their eco-
nomic productivity and their human dignity, yet
without affecting the assets of others, as might
reforms in land and water rights.

By improving the productivity and sustainable
management of land and water, technological
advances offer the potential to address many of
the obstacles that the lack of assets imposes on the
poor. But there are two critical requirements for
this. The technology must be relevant to the con-
ditions of the poor and they must have access to
it. At present neither is true in important respects.

Smallholder farmers in many parts of the world
reach productivity levels that are only about one
third of the potential yield under optimum condi-
tions. Weak extension services that do not reach
poor farmers, lack of competitive markets and
suppliers for seeds, fertilizers and rural financial
services, as well as weak output markets, limit
both the possibilities of the poor in accessing bet-
ter technology and their incentives for doing so.
These conditions have been aggravated by the
withdrawal of state-provided services, for instance
for extension, under liberalization and adjustment
programmes. In our own experience at , we
have found that by building responsive extension
services, sometimes in collaboration with the pri-
vate sector and s, financial services and input
sources, quite remarkable increases in production
and income can be achieved by poor farmers.
Maize farmers in Tanzania, for example, doubled
their yield by adopting better methods, seeds and
fertilizers.

At the same time, the overall technological pro-
duction frontier needs to be raised. Crops – and
animals – which are more productive as well as
pest- and drought-resistant, together with more
effective land/water management methods, would

transform the situation facing millions of small-
holder farmers.

In this context, advances in biotechnology are
extremely promising. Unfortunately, current
biotechnology research, as indeed pharmaceutical
research, focuses on the crops and products rele-
vant for the better-off, especially for large farmers
in temperate zones who have the purchasing
power to offer profitable markets. Poor farmers in
poor countries rarely offer adequate market incen-
tives to the agribusinesses that dominate biotech-
nology research. And so the research tends to
bypass the needs of the poor, whether for crops
and animals or for medicines for diseases of the
poor. Public/private partnerships combined with
tax and other incentives need to be developed to
change this.

Markets now play an increasing role in the liveli-
hood systems of the poor. As countries adopt pol-
icy approaches based on market forces, as govern-
ment marketing and commodity boards are abol-
ished, and as the rules on domestic agricultural
trade are made more liberal, poor farmers are more
fully exposed to the demands of markets and vul-
nerable to their volatility.

Very often rural producers have to sell cheaply
during the glut that follows harvest and buy at
higher prices in the lean season, thus losing both
ways. Yet, if rural producers were able to organize
themselves, gain access to up-to-date market
information and better rural roads to help reduce
transaction costs, the market would become a
powerful ally in the effort to end poverty. As the
discussion in this Report shows, a number of
promising initiatives have been taken by  and
others in order to do precisely this. Much remains
to be done but the way ahead is clear.

Institutions bring us back to the relationship of
society to the poor. Institutions, meaning both
organizations and rules, intermediate between the
competing demands of different social groups.
Inevitably those who control institutions, usually
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the better-off, gain most in this process. Here
again the issue is how to enable the poor to exer-
cise a stronger role in both official and non-official
institutions that affect their lives, especially at the
local level. Progress in decentralization and devo-
lution of authority to local institutions can some-
times be useful but only if poor groups are suffi-
ciently organized to be able to take part effectively
in such institutions.

New institutional approaches in developing
financial systems for the rural poor, ranging from
microfinance and village banks to reformed agri-
cultural development banks and commercial
banks, offer a wide and potentially exciting range
of instruments that could open the door to saving,
credit and insurance services to poor groups.
Perhaps surprisingly, safe and locally accessible
saving services are often considered by poor
groups living in vulnerable conditions to be as
valuable as credit facilities.

But decentralization and finance are just two
examples of institutions relevant to the poor. Many
others, including national and regional ones, also
affect their lives in important ways. A wider trans-
formation is required for the institutional frame-
work to lead to a fairer distribution of the oppor-
tunities and benefits of economic growth. Here,
s and civil-society organizations could play a
vital role. So far, however, only small halting steps
have been taken.

The poor have long been with us. To end
absolute poverty will require sustained efforts at
various levels and strong partnerships among
those working for this goal. The partnerships can
be at the global level, as shown by the Millennium
Summit Declaration, at the country level with
national stakeholders and external partners acting
together, and internally, with official agencies, the
private sector and civil-society institutions collab-
orating to create conditions that emancipate poor
groups from the legacy of the past and allow them
to work their way out of poverty. 

But the fundamental partnership, and ulti-
mately the only one that counts, is with the poor
themselves. They have the talents, the skills 
and the knowledge of their own environment.
Moreover, the poor, especially women, have
repeatedly shown the will and the capacity to
grasp opportunities to better their lives and make
their families and themselves less vulnerable.

Outsiders do not have to solve the problem of
poverty. They only have to help remove the shack-
les that in the past have bound large numbers of
their fellow human beings. 

The Millennium Summit launched human soci-
ety towards a noble and historic goal. I hope, and
believe, that this Rural Poverty Report 2001 will
make a significant contribution to this process, a
process that will be of lasting importance to all of
us in the coming decades.

FOREWORD

vii

Fawzi H. Al-Sultan
President of IFAD





FRONTESPIZIO

ix

ORGANIZATION AND MANAGEMENT

The Report has been prepared under the leadership and guidance of John Westley, 
Vice President of . 

Preparation of the Report was managed and coordinated by Atiqur Rahman, 
Lead Strategist and Policy Coordinator, . He was supported by Guido Geissler,
and earlier by Pietro Turilli. 

The preparation of the Report was overseen by a Steering Committee consisting 
of Mona Bishay, Eve Crowley, Sappho Haralambous, Gary Howe, Luciano Lavizzari, 
Jean-Louis Lawson, Bruce Moore, Atiqur Rahman (Coordinator), Takao Shibata,
Klemens van de Sand and John Westley (Chair).

PREPARATION AND FINALIZATION OF THE REPORT

The intellectual leadership in preparing the Report was provided by Michael Lipton
of the Poverty Research Unit at the University of Sussex ₍₎, England.

At , Saurabh Sinha managed the work on the Report, which was written by
Michael Lipton, Saurabh Sinha and Julie Litchfield. Major contributions 
to chapters were made by Rachel Blackman. Research assistance at different stages 
was provided by Joanna Church, Xavier Cirera, Reetika Khera, Jennifer Leavy, 
Loraine Ronchi, Kitty Stewart, Isabel Vogel and Shahin Yaqub. Data management 
and administrative support was provided by Rachael Straub. 

Finalization of the report

The Report was finalized at  through consultation between the  Team, 
consisting of Michael Lipton and Saurabh Sinha, and an  Team consisting of
Uday Abhyankar, Rodney Cooke, Eve Crowley, Edward Heinamann, Gary Howe,
Bruce Moore, Atiqur Rahman, Hans Dieter Seibel, Ganesh Thapa, Phrang Roy, 
John Westley and Doug Wholey.

Comments, reviews and inputs

Earlier drafts of the Report were reviewed both within and outside . 
Comments, written inputs and suggestions were provided by Uday Abhyankar,
Kamaluddin Akbar, Perín Saint Ange, Ingrid Bellander, Julio A. Berdegué, 
Mona Bishay, Rodney Cooke, Eve Crowley, Ralph Cummings, Dana Dalrymple,
Alain de Janvry, Per Eklund, Raghav Gaiha, Guido Geissler, Mohammed Hassani,
Sappho Haralambous, Edward Heinemann, Gary Howe, Sean Kennedy, Aziz Khan,
David Kingsbury, Luciano Lavizzari, Shantanu Mathur, John Mellor, Mike Mispelaar,
Bruce Moore, Chase Palmeri, Jakob Pedersen, Raquel Peña-Montenegro, 
Atiqur Rahman, Thomas Rath, Phrang Roy, Nikolaus Schultze, Hans Dieter Seibel,
Ahmed Sidahmed, Cristiana Sparacino, Ganesh Thapa, Phillipe Trappe, 
Richard Trenchard, Klemens van de Sand, John Westley, Vera Weill-Hallé, 
Doug Wholey and Joseph Yayock. 

Acknowledgements



FRONTESPIZIO

x

BACKGROUND PAPERS

Preparation of the conceptual and the issues paper: Conceptual and background
papers were prepared by Ole Hansen, Patricia Parera, Siddiqur Osmani, 
Atiqur Rahman and Pietro Turilli. An issues paper was prepared by Michael Lipton
and Saurabh Sinha for the Brainstorming Workshop held in October  to 
define the scope of the Report. Comments on these papers were provided 
by Solon Baraclough, Vigdis Bröch Due, Jacques Chonchol and Oliver Saasa.

Background papers on various themes: Lawrence Haddad, Peter Hazell, 
John Hoddinott, Pamela Jagger, Anthony Killick, Anna Knox, Jonathan Kydd,
Sanjukta Mukherjee, Siddiqur Osmani and Colin Poulton prepared background
papers on the selected themes. Rudo M. Chitiga, Christina Liamzon, 
Bolaji Ogunseye, Lavinia D. R. Pessanha and Nader Izzat Said provided inputs 
from the perspective of civil-society organizations.
Within , Mona Bishay, Eve Crowley, Nikolaus Schultze and Douglas Wholey
coordinated and contributed to the internal reviews of the report’s background 
thematic papers.

Regional assessments:

Asia and the Pacific region: Pranab Bardhan, Raghav Gaiha, Jikun Huang, 
Govind Koirala, Gregg Morgan, K. Imai, Keijiro Otsuka, Rushidan Rahman, 
Phrang Roy, Bishan Singh and Ganesh Thapa. 

Eastern and Southern Africa region: Marian Bradley, Daniela Capitani, Alice Carloni,
Chris Cramer, Malcom Hall, Gary Howe, Jan Sligenbergh and Daphne Topuuzis.

Western and Central Africa region: Elisabetta Basile, David Kingsbury, 
Jaap Reijmerink, Cristiana Sparacino and Eric Tollens.

Latin America and the Caribbean region: Pilar Campaña, María Elena Cruz, 
Pablo Glikman, Roberto Haudry de Soucy, Alberto Hintermeister, Aníbal Monares,
Raul Moreno, Raquel Peña-Montenegro, Benjamín Quijandría, Pietro Simoni, 
María Sisto and Carlos Trabucco. 

Near East and North Africa region: Mouna Hashem, Chase Palmeri, Pietro Turilli 
and El Sayed Ali Ahmed Zaki.

SUPPORT

Facilitation at workshops: Peter Keller.

Editing and proof-reading: Editing by Hilary Hodgson and Michael James. 
Proof-reading by Tatiana Strelkoff.

Publication: María Elisa Pinzón, supported by Susan Beccio, Enza Falco, Silvia Persi,
Birgit Plöckinger, David Paqui and Marie Slater. 

Legal: Christian Codrai.

Secretarial and administrative: Evelyn Balde, Antonella Cordone, Jessica Lattughi 
and Carol Portegies.




