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Mr. Chairman

Your Excellency

Distinguished Participants

I. INTRODUCTION

The Economic Commission for Africa has just evolved a special priority programme

called "Poverty Alleviation through Sustainable Development" and is making serious efforts to

operationalize this important programme. As such the Commission is more than happy to

participate at this meeting as well as to make brief comments on the crucially important

publication of IFAD "The State of World Rural Poverty: An inquiry into its causes and

consequences." If you will allow me to digress a little bit into personal observations, I have

been working for the UN system for over a decade. To be very honest, I have come across very

few documents so technically relevant, so timely in terms of its operational implications and so

informative to developing countries that wish to reassert their responsibilities as the prime

movers in the struggle to eradicate the poverty from the life of their peoples. The Commission

wishes to compliment IFAD for producing this very useful study.

In sub-Sahara Africa, absolute poverty affects about two-thirds of the population and the

incidence of poverty is heavily concentrated primarily in small scale rural producers and

generally unemployed urban dwellers. Based on gross national product estimates, African

countries occupy a prominent place in the map of world poverty. In aggregate terms, they

occupy fifteen of the twenty major seats of world poverty. Based on child mortality estimates,

African countries occupy seventeen of the twenty places categorized as major world pockets of

serious infant mortality. Sub-Sahara Africa has many of the world's poor, even through the

absolute number below any given income level may be higher in Asia.

Immediately after independence, especially in the 1960's, there has been a favourable

growth rate for most African economies. In the seventies, the situation changed considerably,

with economic growth barely keeping pace with population growth in many countries so that

there was no longer any rise in income for most people. This is also the period when Africa



began to witness major famines in the continent, especially in the Sahel and in Ethiopia,

following the disastrous drought of the 1973-74 period. In the 1980's, per capita income fell

year by year and mass poverty in the rural and urban areas become a living memory. For most

people in Africa, standard of living at the close of the 1980's was worse than it was two decades

ago. The central cause for this decline has been the fall in per capita food production which has

necessitated food imports.

Some of the economic institutional and social conditions which contributed to the decline

of African economies, hence to the emergence of poverty on a mass scale, are likely to persist

or even intensify during the 1990's. The general consensus now existing among African and

non-African analysts of African economies is that, despite the tough reform measures, the best

that can be hoped is more or less static levels of income and welfare. As we shall see in

subsequent parts of our analysis, poverty that intensifies into famine may, in some

circumstances, be due to persistent drought. In other cases, it may be a result of falling

commodity prices or of the existence of local conflicts which mostly affect the already poor or

those emerging into poverty.

The following table constructed from three independent studies which use different time

frames (FAO: 1975-81; IFAD: 1975-88; UNDP 1991-93) confirm that the absolute number of

people falling into poverty has been increasing during the past two decades. One or two African

countries may have contained the trend, but in the rest of the countries under review, the

situation is more than alarming. No comprehensive water-tight policy and programme for

poverty reduction is in sight in any country in Africa. As the IFAD study has pointed out

correctly, poverty reduction efforts continue to be equated with welfare rather than investment

for growth. There is indeed a serious flaw in the policy formulation of poverty reduction

programmes in many African countries. Kenya, with IFAD's technical input, and the

collaboration of other agencies, has the opportunity to go the right way in poverty reduction.
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Table 1: Estimates of rural population in absolute poverty in some African countries with population one million and over

Total Rural pop. No. of Total Rural pap. No.of Total Rural pop. No. of
Population in absolute absolute Population in absolute absolute Population in absolute absolute

Country Year poor poor
;;r

poor poor poor
I (millions) (%) (millions) I(millions) I (millions) (millions) (%) I(millions)

FAO IFAD (19RI) UNO!' (1991)
0 (1977/89)

Benin 1979 3.4 65 1.6 4.4 65 I 4.8 65 1.9
Botswana 19~2 1 55 0.4 1.2 55 0.5 1.3 55 10.5

Burundi 197~ 4 85 1.6 5.15 85 4.1 5.7 85 4.5
Cameroon 1978 8.1 40 2.2 10.7 40 2.3 11.9 40 2.8
Chad 1978 4.3 56 2 5.4 56 2.09 5.7 56 2.2

Ethiopia 1976 29.7 65 16.7 44.8 43 16.9 51.4 -
Ghana 1978 11 55 3.9 14.1 54 5.2 15.5 37 3.8

Kenya 1978 15.4 50 6.5 23.07 55 9.9 24.4 55 10.3
Lesotho 1979 1.3 55 0.7 1.7 55 0.75 1.8 55 0.8
Madagascar 1977 8 50 3.3 11.3 50 4.3 12.4
Malawi 1977 5.5 85 3.5 7.9 90 6.1 10 85 7.5

Mali 1975 6.3 48 2.4 8.8 60 4.3 9.5 48 3.7
Mauritius 1981 I 12 0.1 1.1 12 0.75 1.1 -
Niger 1975 4.7 35 1.4 6.7 35 1.9 8 35

12.~ INigeria 1978 83 38 25 105 5\ 36 112.1 -
Rwanda 1975 4.5 90 3.6 6.8 90 5.6 7.3
Sierra Leone 1979 3.2 65 1.7 4 65 1.8 4.3 65 1.9 I
Tanzania 197~ 17.• 60 9 25 60 12 26.9 60 10.8 :
Zaire 1975 24.7 80 12.9 34 80 17 38.6 80 18.5
Zambia 1975 5 52 0.8 7.9 80 3 8.4 80 3.4 !

Sources: The Dynamics of Poverty (FAD. 1986)
1993 Human Development Report. UNDP. New York. 1993 pp.140-141; pp.170~171 and pp.180-181.
IFAD,1981



II. ECA'S MANDATE IN POVERTY ALLEVIATION

ECA draws its mandate for its work on poverty alleviation from various resolutions and

declarations adopted at various times by member States of the Commission. These statements

emphasize the need to enhance, as part of an integrated poverty alleviation paradigm, the

improvement in the capability of member States in the areas of food production and supply, rural

development, and transformation, population and land carrying capacity and sound environmental

management. The Integration of environmental, rural development, population and human

settlement issues reflects the interactions of these major areas of concern on poverty reduction.

These institutional measures were adopted recently following the introduction of reform

measures to improve the performance and effectiveness of the work of the Commission on

Africa's national and rural development. Although the integration of different activities of the

Commission into one sub-programme of Poverty Alleviation was introduced recently,

nevertheless, the Commission's work on Poverty reduction is not new and has been going on

for several years under different names and activities, perhaps at very limited scale of

operations.

One of the important Declarations adopted by member States of the ECA is the Lagos

Plan of Action (LPA). The contents of this Declaration, adopted almost two decades ago, are

as valid and relevant today as they were then: the attainment by Africa as a whole of food self

sufficiency, the Provision of critical goods and services, using concepts of self-sustained

development. Furthermore, the uniqueness of the LPA lies in its recognition of the critical

importance of national and regional collective self-reliance within an inter-dependent world

economy. LPA's guiding concepts were unwisely and silently abandoned by African countries,

as they became preoccupied with crisis management, focusing on short-term defensive economic

measures. These measures which included macro-economic adjustment and external borrowing

further deepened the crisis, creating greater dependency and accentuating the poverty levels and

dimensions.
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This continent wide crisis demanded further measures. Several international fora were

organized to look into the problem of global poverty, among which mention could be made of

the World Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural Development (WCARRD) held in Rome

in 1979 and the International Conference on Popular Participation held in Arusha, Tanzania in

February 1991. Also in 1986, the United Nations with the strong support of African countries

formulated a Programme of Action for African Economic Recovery and Development

(PAAERD) based on the African Priority Programme for Economic Recovery (1986-1990)

(APPER) prepared by the GAU. The recommendations made by the various Declarations and

resolutions have not ben fully implemented because of several reasons. Lack of resources to

implement the recommendations and lack of political will in Africa are among the critical

reasons. Because of its importance, the latter reason is discussed separately in subsequent parts

of this review.

A Programme on Poverty Alleviation such as the one currently evolving within the

structures of the ECA cuts across all other programmes of the Commission. It is recognized and

strongly endorsed that the linkages between food and agriculture, population, the environment

and human settlement are at the heart of the development crisis in Africa. In recognition of this

important principle, ECA's subprogramme on Poverty Alleviation is expected to achieve, among

others, the following:

increase national and regional capabilities for self-sustained development through policy

actions based on relevant experiences in designing implementation, monitoring and

evaluation and of integrated, people-based rural development programmes.

assist in enhancing the African capacity for effective exploitation of national resources,

using, where feasible, the collective collaboration of member States.

the recognition of the importance of population policies in national and regional

development plans. Accordingly, the integration of demographic variables in Africa's

socio-economic development planning.
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the identification and implementation of appropriate environment policies in Africa's

socio-economic development processes to ensure sustainable production, marketing

systems, by making serious attempts to reconcile man and nature as provided in UNCED

Agenda 21.

III. WHO ARE THE POOR AND WHAT CAN BE DONE ABOUT THEM

In material terms, there is no single category of people who constitute the poorest in

Africa. A wide range of groups could be mentioned. These are also well articulated in the

IFAD study.

The very poorest include peasant producers who are perpetually tied to subsistence

agriculture, often rain-fed agriculture, and who, by the nature of their work and its declining

incomes, have no hope of acquiring for themselves and their children a decent standard of living.

Especially where they operate with rainfed agrarian systems, this category of subsistence

producers live a very precarious life, full of dangers such as outright starvation in the event of

a drought or other natural disasters. The critical constraint which contributes to the growing

poverty of this category of rural producers is the lack of productive resources, prominent among

which are land and water resources.

Among the poorest can also be found in those who are landless who work for others for

low wages in the rural areas. This rural landless is not as large as one finds in Asia,

nevertheless their number is growing with the constant commodification of the lineage based land

tenure system. A rise in the absolute numbers of the poor within this category of the poor is

to be expected.

Among the poorest, especially in the rural areas, are the intermediate group where the

poor have a piece of land and cultivate it and also derive limited income from the cash economy,

but where the land is too small to support them and their families adequately. The income level
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of this category of the poorest is constantly eroded following the actions, for example, of land

inheritance and its resultant negative impacts on farm sizes, hence on household incomes.

The nomadic population, especially those that have not been in any way associated with

sedentarized agriculture, can also be categorized among the poorest in Africa. Their number

is still large, perhaps as large as 25 million people. Although there is considerable inequality

within them, nevertheless, the dry land ecology within which pastoralists operate often exposes

them to serious droughts, and all too often, the rich and the poor are equally affected in such

calamities.

It is generally estimated that ten or more per cent of Africa's poorest live in the cities.

most of who depend on very erratic earnings in self-employment.

Especially in the 80s, Africa has witnessed the emergence, on a large scale, of refugees

who have fled from civil wars, terrorism, from drought or from a combination of all. There

are now believed to be more than four million refugees in Africa; their number is bound to

decrease with the winding down of civil conflicts in the Horn of Africa, Mozambique and a few

other trouble spots. The Hom of Africa is especially a sub-region of extreme poverty, a result

of centuries of unwise use of natural resources, quite apart from the fact that in recent times this

sub-region has been a centre of world attention for the enormous human sufferings resulting

from civil wars and civil unrests. This is also a sub-region with enormous possibilities for

cooperation among the countries therein for the exploitation of existing common land and water

resources. The joint exploitation of these resources would go a long way in contributing towards

poverty reduction.

One of the most distinctive features of African agriculture is the dominant role of women.

In some situations, especially in Southern Africa, more than 50 per cent of the labour force is

absent during the critical months of agricultural production, rendering women the di-facto role

of household heads. Although several studies point to the hypothesis that the distribution of

household resources are gender biased, negatively affecting female household members, there
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are also a few studies which invalidate this proposition. The truth however remains that women

play an important role in Africa's agricultural production. Yet African women do not receive

the amenities of modern social services commensurate to their roles and numbers. The gender

issue is a priority area for further investigations and field level policy and programme actions.

There is also another category of the poor that has not received enough attention. The

very young and the very old as well as the disabled constitute among Africa's poorest. In

periods of ecological/environmental crisis, these are also the one that suffer most.

IV. IMPORTANT LINKAGES IN POVERTY ALLEVIATION

As already implicitly pointed out, there are certain important contexts that contribute,

more than others, to poverty alleviation. A brief review of these contexts is essential for a

proper understanding of the dynamics of poverty in Africa.

Environmental hazards continue to pose the greatest problem to national and regional

efforts of poverty reduction. Floods, locust invasions, persistent pests hit entire communities.

The greatest challenge, however, come from the slow but steady deterioration of the natural

resource base, leading to loss of soil, drying of river basins, disappearance of forests, extinction

of wildlife and plant species, spread of deserts, pollution of water ways, and sedimentation of

dams and irrigation facilities. The culprits for such destruction are the crop and livestock

farmers and the forest dwellers whose galloping numbers and their primitive methods of earning

of livelihood have put intolerable pressure on limited and fragile resources. At present, the

environmental problem has assumed special significance to such an extent that planning methods

are increasingly assuming interdisciplinary approaches, involving the integration of economical,

institutional, physical, political and social processes. This is but a welcome development of

utmost importance to all those involved in development work.
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The Demo&raphic context in the African situation is a major issue in the multiplication

or reduction of poverty. In historical terms, Africa's current level of poverty must be seen in

terms of the combination of economic stagnations of the 70s and 80s and the rapid population

growth for the same period. By 1970, Africa's population was around 260 million and by year

2000 the population will be around 670 million. This means the population has been doubling

every twenty years with an annual rate of growth of slightly higher than 3 per cent. Indeed this

is the highest growth rate for any region in the world. The current population of Africa of about

520 million represents 10 per cent of the world's total population, living in about 16 per cent

of the world's land. At present the density of rural population in sub-Sahara Africa is already

higher than the world average. Burundi and Rwanda, for example, have more than 200

people/sq km, Nigeria has 120 people/sq km but this rises to 600 if we consider the settlement

pattern in the Immo State. Kenya has only 40 people/sq km but the people are largely

concentrated into 114 of the country. These statistics indicate the unevenness in the settlement

pattern, but they also indicate the increasing importance of access to land resources in Africa.

Although landlessness is still for less widespread in Africa than in South Asia, nevertheless, it

is an emerging problem of special policy significance to the Commission, meriting continuous

monitoring, review and analysis. Put simply, the land issue has direct bearings on poverty and

should be one of the policy programme priority issues in agriculture and rural development

planning.

The Political context in African development is an issue of special significance. A wider

and deeper analysis of Africa's current development dilemma lead to the centrality and

importance of politics, more specifically the possibilities of evolving a more open and

accountable system of politics. Part of this major problem stems from the fact that African

political systems have been conditioned, to a large extent, by the conditions of governance

inherited through the colonial system. As discussed by one observer of the African State

(Hyden, 1983)the African state is one that remains "suspended in mid-air above society and thus

of very little direct benefit to people". This description may not apply to all, but it certainly

applies to most countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. Many of the present African States lack an

effective directive capacity, to say the least of a nation building capacity capable of decrying
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personal aggrandizement, graft, fraud and theft within public institutions. The "resolution" of

the politics of the African State has direct bearings on Poverty Alleviation, for it is the 'norms'

of this politics that determines the continuity and viability of development programmes.

The Institutional/Production Context is an equally important element in poverty reduction.

Several outstanding issues have plagued the implementation and sustainability of poverty

alleviation programmes. We shall only review four of such issues. First, the Policy and

strategy environment of Poverty alleviation programme has not been enabling. As vast as the

poor are, they are often neglected and sidelined in Policy analysis. Even if their problems are

perceived justly in policy analysis work, they are rarely allowed to be partners in finding and

applying the appropriate solutions. Second, faulty programme design, often introduced from

'outside', without consultations with beneficiaries have contributed to beneficiaries disinterest

and rejection of intended programmes. Third, it has been more than obvious for sometime now

that the poor cannot be reached through structures and institutions that have not been especially

tailored for the poor. Alternative structures are required. Fourth, equally as important as

design elements is the importance of beneficiaries' involvement in the monitoring and evaluation

of poverty alleviation programmes. Institution building systems and processes are lagging far

behind in these essentials.

V. OPERATIONAL IMPLICATIONS

It is important to recognize that whether at the ECA or any other UN agency, the

knowledge crisis on how to alleviate poverty through direct interventions is still immense. In

some circles, poverty alleviation is considered as a direct function of investable resources. What

is not fully recognized is that poverty alleviation requires more than mobilizing resources. It

is a product of a multiplicity of factors - climate, values, resources commitments, meticulous

planning, decision making processes, history, etc...

10



Poverty alleviation is a difficult and long-term task requiring complex interactions

between institutions, people values and actions. Development institutions often prefer to impose

their own normative institutional set-ups rather than deal with the real issues at hand. Effective

institutional approaches in poverty alleviation build on energies expressed at the local level by

reinforcing them with the centre, giving priority attention to peoples organizations such as local

councils, cooperatives, community level associations and others. A programme of poverty

alleviation not based at the local level is bound to fail.

The proposed ECA sub-programme or poverty alleviation has many supporting measures

to look into if it is to be grounded on realistic and achievable goals. The following are a few

of the supporting measures which require special attention in formulating relevant Poverty

Alleviation programmes. These supporting measures are given below in a summary form.

For a successful poverty alleviation programme, a well formulated supporting macro

economic policy framework is essential. This framework should tackle critical issues

such as pricing and exchange rates which affect producer incentives and rural terms of

trade. A complementary measure to this important supporting measure is the need to

develop a comprehensive Social Safety net programme which will address the specific

social needs of the poorest members of the population, which needs cannot be adequately

addressed by market mechanisms.

Since the poor spend a larger share of their incomes on food, increases in agricultural

productivity which lower food prices provide important benefits for the poorest members

of a community living in the rural and urban areas. Planning techniqyes which help

achieve food self-sufficiency at household, country and sub-regional levels need adequate

attention.

The long-term success of poverty alleviation programmes is strongly linked to the direct

involvement of the poor in programme design, implementation, monitoring and

evaluation. Lessons from past failures indicate the need to organize programmes on the
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basis of direct contact with beneficiaries, giving less priority and concern to such factors

as non-essential technologies, foreign experts, etc. which contribute to unsustainability

of programmes.

An important component of a sound poverty alleviation programme is the designing and

effective delivery of institutional credit to the poorest beneficiaries. This credit

programme should be especially designed to meet the terms and requirements of the

poor.

The poor need to have full access to modem and traditional farm inm!1s, to marketing

services and infrastructures as well as to viable extension systems, designing, where

necessary alternative institutional set-ups that best serve the interests of the poor.

A successful poverty alleviation programme is built on sound field research and builds

a successful system based on a systematic synthesis and analysis of field experiences.

It is now widely recognized that the poor live in degraded ecologies. As such, field

research needs to be directed towards the problems of, for example, dry land farming,

the cultivation of poor soils, and the qualitative and qualitative improvements of

subsistence crops on which most of the poor depend and survive.

Learning from the environment of the poor in order to change the environment is an

important concept which developmentalists should keep in mind in initiating self

sustaining poverty alleviation programmes. There are a number of methods which

developmentalists can taken advantage of to enhance their learning processes. These

include Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA), Social Feasibility Analysis, Process

Documentation, Beneficiaries Assessment etc. Other methods are still unfolding. Each

of these methods have to be conditioned to the local environment in the process of their

applications. Central to these methods is the need to develop a research programme

which is heavily oriented and depends on learning from beneficiaries, in direct situations

of their own environment so that they can be understood beyond the abstractions of mere



statistics. In this challenging task, the role and contributions of sympathetic allies of the

poor, whether within the domains of government or non-governmental institutions needs

to be explored.

VI. ECA'S FIELD PROGRAMME

ECA has now entered, with the limited resources it has, in the designing of poverty

reduction programmes. Right now it is coordinating the planning of a major poverty alleviation

rural development programme in one of Ethiopia's poorest regions, Tigray. The programme

involves the construction of environmentally sound 500 micro-dams for irrigation and rural water

supply. The programme also envisages the undertaking of massive labour intensive participatory

programmes of watershed management, afforestation, soil conservation, irrigation agronomy and

other vital areas of direct relevance to poverty alleviation. This programme, if properly

executed, is expected to benefit 150,000 families over the next ten years, all of whom are very

poor farmers. I would be more than pleased to discuss in private, because of time constraints

here, the technical contents of this particular programme in Ethiopia.
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1. OBJECTIVE

The objective of the International Seminar on World Poverty held in Nairobi, Kenya was

to bring to the attention of policy makers, mainly kenyans, the fmdings of an IFAD study, "The

State of World Poverty: An Inquiry into its causes and consequences". This study was conducted

by !FAD in 1992 and distributed world-wide.

II. ATIENDANCE

The meeting was attended by about one hundred technical and policy staff of the

Government of Kenya. Almost all the UN agencies were represented by their respective offices

in Nairobi.

The meeting was chaired by Mr. D. Brown, Vice-President of IFAD and formally opened

by the Vice-President of Kenya, Professor George Saitoti.

The meeting had five principal speakers: Mr. D. Brown and Mr. Alam-Gir of IFAD,

Professors Ian Livingstone and Mafeji of the University of East Anglia and Namibia,

respectively, and this writer, B. Mulugetta of the Joint ECA/FAO Agriculture Division.

III. MAIN ISSUES HIGHLIGHTED

The four speakers highlighted on the findings of the IFAD sponsored study on World

Poverty while Mr. B. Mulugetta delivered an analytical statement on the growing poverty in

Africa and the challenges facing the ECA in this regard. The full statement by Mr. B. Mulugetta

is attached.
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The main issues highlighted by the meeting include the following:

Poverty is growing world-wide: There are more than one billion

people who live in poverty in the rural areas of developing

countries. The rural poor still account for over 80 per cent of the

tota! number of poor people in 114 developing countries. The

proportion of the rural population whose income and consumption

fall below nationally defined poverty lines is estimated at 60 per

cent in Sub-Sahara Africa, 61 per cent in Latin America and the

Caribbean, 26 per cent in the Near East and North Africa and 46

per cent in Asia. In absolute terms Asia has the majority of the

world's rural poor with 633 million of them. If a comprehensive

and effective strategy is not drawn and implemented, the number

of the rural poor could grow to 13IO million by the year 2000,

assuming no change in the pattern of urbanization.

Poverty can be eradicated in cost-effective way with much of the

required savings and investments coming from the poor

themselves. The poor have underutiIised and unrecognized

productive potential.

It is important that the rural poor participate directly in the growth

process rather than relying on transfers to get out of poverty.

Growth cannot be maintained if it does not draw on the productive

contribution of all segments of the population. Achievement of

growth is important but has to be balanced, structurally and

ecologically.

The pursuit of the growth objective must be built within a

sustainable environmental perspective. Growth must also give due



weight to the effective role of smallholder agriculture which

generates income and employment. Growth, social development

and poverty alleviation go hand in hand, inseparably.

There is need for evolving a new development paradigm which

defines the environment in which the poor have been made to be

poor and which gives the poor their due in the development

process by recognizing the positive contributions they can make.

The "new" development paradigm proposed by IFAD and which

served as a basis for the study recognizes the connections between

poverty alleviation, human development and preservation of the

environment.

IV. REPORT OF THE SEMINAR

No report was issued by the organizers of the meeting.

V. INFORMAL CONSULTATIONS

This writer raised the possibility of an IFAD/ECA collaboration on poverty alleviation

issues in Africa. The IFAD officials indicated that they would welcome proposals from ECA.
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