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AIDS Mushrooms into a Development Crisis
Development experts now realize that the casualties of AIDS include the 
social and economic health of many developing countries.

(continued on page 2)

Each day more than 10,000 people in
Sub-Saharan Africa are handed what
is almost surely a death sentence, and
all of them will likely be dead by 2010.
These people are infected with HIV/
AIDS. It is now clear that the deaths of
so many adults in their most productive
years will have a devastating impact
not only on individual families, but also
on communities and entire countries.

“The realization that we need to focus
on AIDS as a development rather than
just a health problem has only really
come in the last year or two,” says
Stuart Gillespie, a research fellow at 
IFPRI. Although health-oriented strate-
gies to combat HIV/AIDS have been
under way since the 1980s, attempts to
address the socioeconomic repercus-
sions of illness and death on such a
massive scale have only just begun.

And the repercussions are enormous.
In countries with the highest rates of in-
fection, gains in economic growth, life
expectancy, and educational attainment
are all being reversed. The sheer num-
ber of deaths in Africa is already caus-
ing problems for efficiency of busi-
nesses and government services.
Environmental problems caused by in-
ability to combat agricultural pests and
to maintain irrigation systems could oc-
cur. The disease is contributing to rapid
changes in cultural values, and those
changes may alter social bonds. “The
epidemic will change these societies,
there’s no doubt about that,” says Tony
Barnett, professor of development stud-
ies at the University of East Anglia, in
the United Kingdom. “But those
changes are unpredictable.”

Indeed, researchers are still learning
what the full range of effects may be.
“The research is fragmentary so far,”
admits Hans Binswanger, the World
Bank’s sector director for rural devel-
opment in Africa, “but the signs of
what is to come are obvious.”

The Scope of the Epidemic

Of the 36 million people worldwide cur-
rently infected with HIV/AIDS, 95 per-
cent live in the developing world and 70
percent live in Sub-Saharan Africa,
where infection rates in some countries
are as high as 35 percent. Sub-
Saharan Africa has already lost nearly
14 million to AIDS, and another 23 mil-
lion will die there by 2020. According to

the Worldwatch Institute, life ex-
pectancy in Botswana is expected to
fall from 66 years to 33 years by 2010.

Infection rates in Asia and Latin
America are currently much lower than
those in Africa, but many countries
there are expected to face rising infec-
tion rates and millions of AIDS deaths
during the first two decades of the 21st

century. It is estimated that India has
the highest absolute number of infected
citizens. “Even though India is ‘only’ at
a 1 percent infection rate, things can
move very fast from there. I believe
India, China, and the Philippines, in
particular, are at a huge risk,” says
Binswanger. 

In a scenario that is tragically common in Sub-
Saharan Africa, this grandmother in Matabele-
land, Zimbabwe, is left to care for her five 
grandchildren, who were orphaned by AIDS.



“Sustainable Food Security for All by
2020: From Dialogue to Action” is the
theme of an international conference
planned for September 4–6, 2001, in
Bonn, Germany. The conference is
being organized by IFPRI’s 2020 Vision
initiative in collaboration with the Ger-
man Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Development (BMZ).
Other conference sponsors to date are
Aventis CropScience, CARE, Cargill,
Deutsche Welthungerhilfe (German
Agro Action), EuronAid, Mellemfolkeligt
Samvirke (Danish Association for Inter-

national Co-operation), Syngenta, and
World Vision International. The confer-
ence will include representatives from
government, the private sector, non-
governmental organizations, academia,
civil society, and media. Participants will
take stock of the current world food situ-
ation, consider the issues most likely to
affect future food security, and discuss
priority actions that can have the great-
est impact on improving food security.
More information on the conference will
appear in future issues of this newsletter
and at www.ifpri.org/2020conference. ■
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2020 Vision Conference Planned for September 2001

Greatest Risk for the Poor

HIV/AIDS takes an especially heavy
toll on the poor in the developing
world. Poverty and HIV/AIDS can cre-
ate a vicious circle: conditions imposed
by poverty increase the risk of infec-
tion, and the effects of the disease in
turn exacerbate poverty. The intensifi-
cation of poverty caused by the dis-
ease is not limited to the person dying
of AIDS, because survivors are left to
live on diminished assets and income.

Poverty increases the risk of infection
in a number of ways. The poor in many
countries are likely to be uneducated
and illiterate, which can make it difficult
to reach them with information about
preventing infection. People living in
poverty sometimes leave their villages
to find work in cities. Separated from
their spouses and unsupervised by lo-
cal norms, they may engage in risky
sexual behavior. Untreated sexually
transmitted diseases are a recognized
factor in the transmission of HIV, in-
creasing the risk of HIV infection for
women by 300 to 400 percent.

Finally, poverty can make it difficult
for people to concern themselves with
long-term risks. Gabriel Rugalema, a
research fellow in the Group on Tech-
nology and Agrarian Development at
Wageningen Agricultural University in

the Netherlands, says, “Sex workers
I’ve spoken to in Dar es Salaam, for in-
stance, say they have to focus on
feeding and educating their children in
the here and now.” 

Cultural stigmas and lack of access to
medical care combine to keep most
people from being tested. Once they
are infected, the disease spreads as
people infect their spouses through sex-
ual intercourse and mothers infect their
children at birth or through breastfeed-
ing. Because they do not know they are
infected, individuals do not prepare
themselves and their families for the fi-
nancial and emotional impact of their
impending illness and death.

Even when the poor know they are in-
fected, their time is relatively limited be-
cause of the prohibitive cost of life-pro-
longing drugs. According to nutritionist
Vivica Kraak, who led a team of Cornell
University researchers in East Africa,
“Malnourished people are likely to see a
faster progression from HIV infection to
full-blown AIDS and to die sooner of
AIDS-related complications, especially
when they don’t have access to prophy-
lactic and antiretroviral drugs.”

AIDS Leads to Hunger

Households caring for an AIDS patient
turn to a number of different coping
strategies, most of which lead to less
income and less food security. AIDS

decreases income and agricultural
production by removing from the labor
force not only the sick person, but also
other members of the household who
must care for the patient. According to
a 1999 report from the Joint United
Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS
(UNAIDS), families in Côte d’Ivoire,
Tanzania, and Thailand who were cop-
ing with HIV/AIDS experienced a fall in
income of 40 to 60 percent. Loss of in-
come and agricultural labor in turn
cause a decrease in the household’s
access to nutritious food. Rural fami-
lies will often plant root crops because
they require less labor, but such crops
also offer a lower nutritional value. To
raise cash to pay for health care or food,
families sell food-producing assets, such
as chickens or goats. When cash is
lacking, households simply eat less.

The death of a major adult member
does not mark the end of a family’s
food security problems. “In my experi-
ence in Cambodia,” says Margrethe
Juncker, a physician and volunteer with
the Catholic organization Maryknoll,
“the husband got sick first and the wife
had to spend all their money to care for
him. Then he dies, the mother is now
also infected and has no source of in-
come, and the kids have had to be
taken out of school. It’s a downward spi-
ral.” The survivors may not have the abil-
ity or energy to farm the land they retain
and may not have the income to hire
help, or they may lose land completely
because of land tenure practices.

Says Alan Whiteside, director of the
Health Economics and HIV/AIDS
Research Division at the University of
Natal, South Africa, “We need to look at
ways to safeguard household assets,
both the physical assets like the plow
and the cattle, but also the human re-
sources, the knowledge represented by
adults. For example, Dad may know
not to plant cassava in a particular cor-
ner of the field because it always floods
there, but his children might not. When
Dad is gone, so is that knowledge.”

Food insecurity caused by AIDS can
extend beyond individual households.
When a large enough number of peo-
ple are ill or dead because of AIDS,

AIDS (continued from page 1)



Poverty, low agricultural productivity, and
resource degradation are severe and get-
ting worse in the less-favored areas of
the tropics, which are currently home to
1.8 billion people. A new set of 2020 fo-
cus briefs titled Promoting Sustainable
Development in Less-Favored Areas
suggests that less-favored lands (those
with low agricultural potential or poor ac-
cess to markets and other infrastructure)
may offer opportunities for investments

that can promote economic growth and
alleviate poverty. 2020 Focus 4, edited by
John Pender and Peter Hazell, synthe-
sizes the available information about the
potential for achieving sustainable agricul-
tural development in less-favored areas.

The briefs suggest governments and
donors need not focus their agricultural
development strategies only on irri-
gated lands and other areas with high
potential. Investments in technologies,

policies, and institutions that exploit the
circumstances and comparative advan-
tage of low-potential areas could have
real payoffs.

These briefs do not resolve all of the
debates on less-favored areas. They do,
however, clarify the boundaries of de-
bate and areas of consensus, suggest
how different strategies may be effective
in different circumstances, and identify
priorities for further research.  ■
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Hope for Less-Favored Lands?

Developing Countries Face
Different Policy Choices
on GM Crops

Newly published 2020 Discussion
Paper 33, Governing the GM Crop
Revolution: Policy Choices for Devel-
oping Countries, finds that developing
countries are often influenced by the
same international pressures promot-
ing caution in the use of GM crops that
are so prevalent in industrial countries.

Author Robert L. Paarlberg examines
the cases of four developing countries—
Brazil, China, India, and Kenya—and
devises a system for classifying their
policy choices toward GM crops in the
areas of intellectual property rights, food
safety, biosafety, trade, and public re-
search investment. He finds that Brazil,
India, and Kenya have adopted some
policies that tend to slow the spread of
GM crops within their borders, whereas
China began commercial production of
these crops in 1997. Because of its
more closed political system, China is
relatively insulated from international
and other pressures.

Governing the GM Crop Revolution
reveals several lessons for developing
countries. For example, developing
countries that wish to shape the GM
crop revolution to their own needs will
probably need to develop their own
biotechnology research capacity.
“Home-grown” GM crop varieties are
more likely to be appropriate to domes-
tic farmers’ needs and to overcome
regulatory hurdles than crops devel-
oped by multinationals from industrial
countries.  ■

food production for an entire region or
nation could be compromised. Vivica
Kraak found evidence of this during
research in East Africa in 1999. “In
Uganda farmers in the region around
Kampala have traditionally grown ma-
tooke [green banana] and supplied it to
other regions of the country. Because
of the loss of labor caused by AIDS-
related illnesses and deaths, the pro-
duction of matooke has fallen, and this
decrease in production has affected
not only people growing matooke for
their own uses, but also the availability
of the crop for people in other parts of
the country.”

Loss of labor and income can also
cause survivors to abandon agricul-
tural practices that raise yields and
protect soil fertility, like fallowing and
use of fertilizers. 

Children Are Hardest Hit

Almost everyone agrees that the
gravest long-term impact of the
HIV/AIDS crisis is that on children.
Even before they face the emotional
loss of parents, children may have suf-
fered from the choices their parents
have had to make in response to
HIV/AIDS. These choices can cause
children to suffer from lack of food and
parental attention, to be withdrawn
from school because fees could not be
paid or because their labor was needed,
or to be sent away from home to live
with relatives. 

“The most obvious way children are
affected is through orphaning,” says
Whiteside. “But they’re really orphaned

before the death of their parents.
Orphaning is a series of events, with
the death of the parent the culminating
one. We are ending up with millions of
children who are unloved, unsocialized,
and uneducated.”

UNAIDS estimates that by 2010 there
could be as many as 42 million orphans
in Sub-Saharan Africa. “Young children
and adolescents are losing more than
their parents,” says Anita Alban, senior
economist in the Policy, Strategy, and
Research Department of UNAIDS.
“They are losing basic life skills such as
caring for one another. The norms of
such children might change not only
their future but the community they will
have to adapt to.” Because they are, by
definition, years away from adulthood,
caring for these children will require the
commitment of long-term resources.

Mitigation Efforts Are Changing

Since HIV/AIDS was viewed exclusively
as a health issue until recently, most
support efforts have focused on provid-
ing medical care to the sick and dying.
Now attention is being turned to aiding
those left behind when AIDS victims
die. In general, such mitigation efforts
have been carried out by the affected
communities themselves. For example,
a World Bank study in Tanzania found
that 90 percent of assistance to families
that had lost a major adult member
came from families or communities.
These kinds of support strategies in-
clude community-based child care; vol-
unteer labor to assist in increasing agri-

(continued on page 5)
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Pursuing Debt Relief 
Debt relief has become a prominent issue in recent discussions about development, poverty , and the relationship
between developed and developing countries. T o discuss the goals and achievements of debt relief ef forts, NEWS &
VIEWS interviewed Ann Pettifor , director of Jubilee 2000 UK, which is one of the key players in the movement for
debt relief. V iews expressed in these interviews do not necessarily represent those of IFPRI.

NEWS & VIEWS: What created the
movement for debt relief, and what
has that movement achieved so far?

In 1996 a group of people took an idea
based on the notion of jubilee, an ethi-
cal principle in the Old Testament, and
linked it to millennial aspirations and the
issue of debt. We knew that people in
the West would be anticipating change
of some sort at the start of a new millen-
nium, and we took advantage of this ex-
pectation by tying it to the ethical con-
cept of jubilee, which says that every
50th year one should cancel debt, free
slaves, and restore land to its rightful
owners. The jubilee principle rests on
the Sabbath principle of periodic correc-
tion of life’s imbalances. So just as one
is supposed to rest and not exploit the
land every seventh day, one is sup-
posed to forgive debt in the jubilee year.
It is this anticonsumerist habit of the
Sabbath that we are invoking, defeated
though it has been for the time being by
neoliberal economics and the hypercon-
sumerist form globalization has taken.

We expect that by the end of this year
20 countries will have 30 to 40 percent
of their debt written off. For us that is an

achievement but also a disappointment.
We wanted all the unpayable debt of
the poorest countries written off. By
unpayable debt we mean debt that
these countries can only pay at great
human cost. We’ve not only gotten a
fair share of debt cancelled, but we’ve
put the issue on the international finan-
cial and political agenda. It’s no longer
possible for G-7 leaders to meet every
year without talking about poor coun-
tries and their debts. The thing about
which we’re most proud is that we’ve
educated millions of people from all
over the world about international
finance. And that empowers people to
challenge elites about economic poli-
cies made at home and by international
financial institutions.

NEWS & VIEWS: What are the main
obstacles to debt relief?

The main obstacle—and the next cam-
paign has to be about it—is the process
for agreeing to debt cancellation. At the
moment we have a profoundly unjust
system. One of the principles of the rule
of domestic law is that you cannot be
the judge on your own case. But in the
international financial sphere, creditors
are not just the plaintiffs and the wit-
nesses, but the judges, juries, and even
the lawyers on their own cases. In do-
mestic bankruptcy law, creditors are not
allowed to pursue and impose their own
claims. This has to be done through a
legal process, which is independently
managed by the courts. But in the inter-
national sphere, creditors can pursue
their own claims and pressure debtors
directly to get their claims met. So the
process is extremely unjust, and biased
heavily in favor of creditors. We have to
force creditors to face liabilities and to
take co-responsibility for decisions that
they were party to. These loans were

made by creditors and debtors, so
when loans go bad both parties should
be disciplined. Moral pressure has not
been enough, so we have to change
the process.

NEWS & VIEWS: How important is
debt relief to the developing world?

It’s incredibly important and that’s why
we’re so disappointed by what the
creditors have done. Take Zambia, for
example: Zambia recently received
debt relief under the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and World
Bank’s scheme, but its annual debt
payments will rise above the 2000 fig-
ure in four years. Right now Zambia
spends $123 million a year on health,
which is far from enough given that
1 out 9 of its citizens is HIV-infected,
four-fifths of the population lives on
less than a dollar a day, and 13 percent
of Zambian children are orphans—the
highest proportion in the world. This
country should spend up to $212 mil-
lion a year on debt servicing? The fact
that debt payments tend to be bigger
than what indebted countries pay for
basic health needs surely tells us that
there is something dreadfully wrong
with the international financial system.

NEWS & VIEWS: How fair are the
conditions imposed on indebted
countries in exchange for debt relief?

Debt relief does not mean debts are
entirely written off. Countries still have
to pay a portion of what they owe. And
the conditions imposed in these
arrangements for repayment are not
about fairness, justice, ethics, or even
economics. They are about one set of
interests only—that of creditors. The
conditions imposed on debtors are
meant to generate exports, which in

Ann Pettifor , director of
Jubilee 2000 UK



turn are meant to generate revenues
to repay debt. So countries are encour-
aged, for example, to grow carnations
for the London flower market because
that way they can repay remaining
debt, but they are discouraged to grow
maize because it does not earn foreign
exchange. Debt payments, and even
relief from them, is geared toward the
interests of the West and away from
the needs of the majority of people in
developing countries.

NEWS & VIEWS: To what extent
will food-insecure people in the de-
veloping world benefit from
debt relief?

That depends on how the money is
managed in poor countries. For that
reason, the Jubilee 2000 campaign is
twin-tracked, putting pressure on rich
creditors and putting pressure on
debtors to make sure freed-up money
is spent wisely. In the case of poor
countries, the most important thing is
that they acquire decisionmaking au-
tonomy. Right now, if you’re heavily in-
debted and you want to invest large
sums of money in agriculture, you can-
not do so because your creditors are
saying that your priority should be re-
payment of debt. That’s why we have
so many bad governments in develop-
ing countries, because to run a gov-
ernment in a highly indebted country,
you’ve got to be willing to put the bid-
ding of your creditors ahead of your
own people. If the debts were written
off, that might give governments some
autonomy in terms of how they spend
revenues. Democratic pressure, of
course, would still be vital to ensure
that governments spend the money to
provide food security.

In my view poor countries should do
what rich countries have done, de-
velop three key sectors: agriculture,
textiles, and construction. These three
sectors feed, house, and clothe peo-
ple. No economy can exist without pro-
viding food, housing, and clothing for
its people and that is why these sec-
tors are highly protected in the West.
So we’re suggesting that poor coun-

tries follow the example of rich coun-
tries once they’re out of debt.

NEWS & VIEWS: Should debt relief
focus on the three dozen or so
heavily indebted poor countries only
or on others as well?

The 40 or so countries that the IMF
and World Bank have focused on does
leave out a number of countries that
have serious problems because of
debt repayments. We support the
United Nations secretary general’s
call in a September 2000 report for an
independent committee of experts to
decide whether a country’s debt is
payable or not. Kofi Annan said that
the committee should look not only
at low-income countries, but middle-
income countries as well. The debt
situation of the Philippines and Zim-
babwe, for example, may well be
unsustainable even though they’re
not on the IMF/World Bank list.

NEWS & VIEWS: What can industri-
alized nations do to support effec-
tive debt relief?

They could agree to write off all debts
owed to them, an outcome that would
not cause them any pain whatsoever.
And they could use their positions on
the boards of the IMF and World Bank
to persuade these institutions to write
off debt owed to them. The IMF and
World Bank could afford to do this
without asking for more funds from tax-
payers. One should understand also
that the notion that someone will lose if
debts go unpaid is true only if the debts
can be repaid. Every single day London
banks are writing off debts that British
citizens or companies cannot pay. They
accept the reality that a certain portion
of their loans will not be paid. Debtor
countries owe a very small amount com-
pared to the size of the world economy,
but an amount that is crushing for
them. The question shouldn’t be, Are
there losses?, but, When do we face
the reality of these losses?  ■
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cultural output and caring for HIV/ AIDS
patients; and apprenticeship and train-
ing for orphaned adolescents.

Nongovernmental organizations often
team with local communities to offer mit-
igation assistance. Small programs, like
the one run by Maryknoll in Cambodia,
often start with basic care of AIDS pa-
tients and move on to more extensive
mitigation efforts. Juncker, for example,
started an income-generating activity
with patients she cared for in Maryknoll’s
Seedlings of Hope clinic. Income gener-
ated by making patchwork quilts earns
people in the program $62 a month.
“After six months, I now have 11 people
sewing the quilts and more families
working at home to cut donated fabric
for the sewers,” she says. Juncker hopes
to expand the program by opening a
creche so that widows with young chil-
dren will have somewhere to leave their
children while sewing. Similar programs
throughout the developing world provide
opportunities for HIV/AIDS-affected
people and families to protect them-
selves from the worst of the poverty-
exacerbating impacts of the disease.

Yet, while these programs are impor-
tant, they do not reach enough of those
who need help. Binswanger of the
World Bank refers to them as “tiny bou-
tiques, which do good work but only
reach 1 to 2 percent of the population.”

Development agencies are more
likely to have the financial and organi-
zational capital to reach more of those
in need. For instance, the World Bank
trains agricultural extension workers to
offer advice on what crops to grow
when there are fewer adults available
to farm the land. The United Nations
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) works to im-
prove orphan registration efforts and to
promote the right of HIV/AIDS children
to stay in school. However, according to
Daphne Topouzis, a consultant special-
izing in HIV and agriculture and rural
development, international agencies
have focused their efforts on research.
“It’s very hard to generalize,” she says,



IFPRI is one of 16 Future Harvest centers
and receives its principal funding from 
58 governments, private foundations, and
international and regional organizations
known as the Consultative Group on
International Agricultural Research.
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“but it is certain that they have done
more on the research side than on
practical mitigation efforts.”

There are signs that this focus may
be changing, among them the fact that
in September 2000 the World Bank
approved a multicountry HIV/AIDS
program for Africa. Funds will go to
projects developed by individual coun-
tries. According to the World Bank, the
program “will support efforts to scale
up national prevention, care, support,
and treatment programs, and to pre-
pare countries to cope with the un-
precedented burdens they will face as
the millions living with HIV today de-
velop AIDS over the next decade.”

Prevention Is the Ultimate
Solution

No matter how widespread mitigation
efforts are, the devastating impact of
HIV/AIDS will continue unabated until
its incidence can be drastically re-
duced. Since development of a vaccine
appears to be at least a decade off,
other methods must be found to stem
the tide of infection. Some argue that
aggressive education campaigns tar-
geting those most at risk can accom-
plish this goal. That strategy has had
significant success in Thailand. In
1990 both Thailand and South Africa
had adult infection rates of less than 
1 percent. In 1999 South Africa’s 
infection rate was 20 percent;
Thailand’s was 2 percent.

Despite the case of Thailand, many
researchers now argue that preven-
tion strategies will have to aim at the
underlying issue of poverty to be truly
successful. Rugalema says, “Prevent-
ing AIDS through information and
messages doesn’t really make sense
to me. People can’t eat information.
Where the economy is very weak,
sending information is not going to
solve the problem. You have to start
with rehabilitating the economy so

people will have some hope for the
future.” Gillespie adds, “There has
been too much on awareness raising
and too little on the specific conditions
that have to change before behavior
can change.”

In a way, then, successful mitigation
strategies can themselves be preven-
tion techniques because of the two-
way relationship between HIV/AIDS
and poverty. Desmond Cohen, former
director of the HIV and Development
Programme of the United Nations
Development Programme, points out,
for example, that children who are mal-
nourished, lack education, and have
missed out on normal processes of so-
cialization because of the impact of
HIV/AIDS on their families and soci-
eties are more likely, because of these
very conditions, to become “the next
cohort of the HIV infected.” Improving
the conditions under which these chil-
dren live could prevent them from be-
coming infected and, ultimately, end
the epidemic.

Still, even if no new infections were
to occur beginning tomorrow, Africa
and some areas in Asia and Latin
America will be facing severe socio-
economic repercussions for decades
to come. Vigorous efforts are already
under way by donor agencies, NGOs,
and communities themselves to under-
stand and act on the ramifications of
HIV/AIDS. There are some hopeful
signs that national governments and
the international community are begin-
ning to understand that increased polit-
ical will and financial resources must
be directed toward this epidemic. Only
when that commitment is made will
communities, governments, and their
partners in the developing world be
able to make a real impact on the dis-
aster of HIV/AIDS.  ■

Reported by Sara E. Wilson

All or part of the text of this article
may be reprinted without permission
but with acknowledgment to IFPRI.
Please send copies to IFPRI.
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