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ft was only two yeatS ago that we Wllf& faced 
With global food surpklses and overllowing 
stocks. many previously importJOQ dl!\lelop· 
ong countnes wore e"!))rtJng, and !here Wllfe 
pressures from meny duections to reduce 
expendoture on agncullural research and ag
ricuftural development generally. N.lhattime. 
1 indicated the compleXIty of the policy prob· 
terns that had to be solved a those plentiful 
harvests were to be used effectively to foster 
economic growth of the type that would lift 
the mass ol people out ol poverty (see Food 
PoNcy Storoment No. 6, December 1986). 
Since then. a number of developing coun· 
tries have reverted to cereal imports, global 
stocks have been drawn down considerably, 
and substantiru quanlit19s of land In the Unft· 
ed States have been returned to agricufture. 

In the present context. I would like to 
remarl< once again on the central role of food 
and agnculture In a stratagy of development 
that produces h'ljh rates of growth and broad 
particopatJOn on thet growth. It IS the imple
mentatoon of steady agricultural develop· 

The prospect of growth offers 
extraordinary opportunities for 
reducing hunger and poverty 
and reversing the current 
onslaught on the environment. 

ment polocies (In the face olfluctuating global 
supply·demand balances) that stimulates. 
directly or ond~ectly, rapid growth in effective 
demand for food on the part of low-income 
people. Effectove pursurt of such policies 
lypically resufts on demand for lood increas-
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ing more rapidly than even an excellent 
record on food productoon, thereby creating 
growth on lood marl<elS for the surplus·food· 
producing countnos. Thus the slowing of 
growth on the 1980s has been unfortunate 
not only for the poor 1n developing countries, 
but for developed country e"!))rters as well. 

AI present, however, ! would Ike to depart 
from the pessimism of the recent past and 
instead look ahead to a 1990s of grand op· 
portun"y. To do so, I must llrst be convincing 
that the 1960$ and t970S provide a clearer 
picture of what might occur in the t990s than 
do the distorted, malfunctioning 1980s. 

THE 1980s AS AN 
ABERRATION The interacting 
effects of the second oi shock. the rapid 
growth on Thod Wortd debt, high real interest 
rates. unusually depressed pnmary com· 
modoty prices, increasongly diStorted prices 
within many developong countries, and 
grossly unbalanced public budgets charac
tonzed the earty to mid-1980$, The conse
quent essenbal, major restructuring ol pol· 
i<:ies and economies was bound to tempo· 
rarily slow growth in both developed and 
developing countries. 

Slower growth In developed countries fur· 
ther reduced trade potentials for developing 
countries, with a consequent reduction in 
developing·country growth overall, much 
less progress in poverty reduction, and di· 
minished growth In the demand for food. 
These circumstances, of course. provided 
an ikJsoon of food sefl·suffociency in many 
developing countries and added to surplus 
producbOn capacrty on de-eloped countries. 
The consequences W8fe most seve<e In Afri. 
ca. where a poorly developed capac~ for 
policy analysis and IN-wnsidered foreign as
siStance policies compounded the underly
ing problems, and 1n Latin America, where 
the debt criSis took on panicularly enormous 
proportions. 

Current pessimism ariSes from two sour· 
ces: observatiOns of the distorted 1980S 
and a VIew that growth on developing coun
t nos 1S dnven by omport demand of the de
vGioped countoos whoseowngrowlh is oow 
permanently slowed by matunty. A diHerent 
view arises of growth Is seen as largely the 
product of technological development that 

The 1990s can be a decade In 
which major strides are made in 
abolishing hunger ... 

raises factor productovity, which in turn is 
the product of growth of human capital and 
the onst1tutions that mobilize that human 
capital for prodUCINe purposes. ln this latter 
case, demand IS droven much more by 
domestiC forces !han by foreign imports. 
Throughout the dostorted 1980$, as in prior 
decades. human caprtal has been growing 
rapidly. even In Afroca. and onstitutional 
structures hove also been rmproving. Thus 
the underlying basis for growth is more de
veloped as we enter the t990s than~ was in 
the late t960S and t970S. However, for that 
growth to be driven by domestic demand 
and for capital rosources to be spread thinly 
over a large, growing labor force, requires, 
farmorethanin tho past, a technological
ly advancing, cost·reducing development 
of the agricuhural soctor. 

The prospect of growth offers exlraordi· 
nary opportunaoes for reducong hunger and 
poverty and rove<&ng the current onslaught 
on the e<Mronment. &lccess in those efforts 
wil depend hea.W)Ion the ava.olab<lityof cost· 
reducing technological change lor agricu~ 
lure. l Wll also requ .. e open·trading ragimes 
and dorect action to confront tho problem ol 
increasing instabolrty In global agriculture. H 
we are to meet tho opportunrtles presented 
us in the t990S, each ol these issues must 
be conlronted directly. 
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ABOLISHING 
HUNGER The t990scanbeade· 
cade in which major s1rides are made in 
abolishing hunger. strides that may clearly 
indicate its approaching end. For that to OC· 
cur. a few key points must be central in our 
minds. 

Hunger is a massive problem. We will 
enter the 1990s with at least 700 million hun· 
gry people by even the most minimal defini· 
tion of food adequacy (Figure 1 ). A more 
humane definition would include a full one 
billion people. 

Moreover, the poor are heavily concen
trated in the rural areas of very·low·income 
countries. and many are in rural areas where 
the potential for response to improved agri
cultural technology is high (Figure 2). Two
thirdsofthepoorareinAfricaandSouthAsia; 
three-quartersarein low-incomedeveloping 
countries, and only one-quarter are in lhe 
middle-income countries. 

Because the problem of poverty is so 
massiveandthepoorareconcenuatedinthe 
rural areas of low·income countries, it is dif· 
ficult to envision eliminating the bulk of hun
ger through redistribution. Such redis· 
tributionwoutd have to be substantially inter
nationalandwoutd have tog row enormously 
over time as the number of poor in the very 
poor. slow-growth countries continued to In
crease rapidly, as has been the case in the 
past. The reasons for this are twofold: poor 
countries have difficulty finding the resour· 
ces to reduce poverty, and the proportion 
of their population that is poor is very large. 

While radically reducing the numbers ol 
poor purely through unending international 
redistribution seems unlikely, reducing their 
numbersthroughgrowthcanbehighlyeffec
tive. Note that in the middle-income devel· 
oping countries the absolute number ol poor 
dropped nearly in half lrom 1970 to t980, 
while in the low-income countries the num
bers increased by more than half (Figure 3). 
In regionatterms, it is the countriesol Africa 
and South Asia in which povMy increased 
greatly in absolute numbers. 

The reduction ol poverty in the middle·in· 
come developing countries, such as in Latin 
America and East Asia, has been achieved 
largely in rural areas that are highly respon· 
sive to production·increasing agricultural 
technology, for which the employment multi· 
pliers are substantial both within agriculture 
and in the rural nonagricultural sector. In 
contrast, there are still some 250 million poor 
in the high-potential areas of low-income 
countries. Agricultural growth in those areas 
may be particularly effective in bringing 
about substantial reductions in poverty and 
hunger in low-income countries. 

The technotogyforsuchgrowthisdynam
ic. requiring continuous effort; it is location
specific, requiring a farge, dispersed effort; 
and it is complex, requiring effort on a wide 
front, from research to input supply. The 
quarter of a billion hungry people in high· 
potential areas still lack adequate research 

Figure 1-Projected incidence of hunger, developing countries, various 
regions, 1990 (millions of people) 
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and technology support suited to their spe
cific conditions and circumstances. That re· 
search gap is notable in the Gangetic and 
Brahmaputra Plains in Asia and In the higher
potential areas throughout Africa. The lack ol 
appropriate, area-specific technology stalls 
poverty alleviation efforts throughout devel-
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oping countries. Not only are lood and em· 
ployment growth in agriculture lost, but the 
large multipliers on the rest ol the economy, 
d9(ived from agricuhural success, are lost as 
well. 

To emphasize the areas with high agri
cultural potential is not to ignore the large 

Figure 2-Distribution of poverty by location: urban, high agricultural 
potential rural, and low agricultural potential rural, develop· 
lng countries, various regions, 1990 (millions of people) 

Notes: All poverty in China is grouped under rural poverty as there is little malnutrition 
in urban areas and a lack ol definite urban data on poverty. No urban/rural 
breakdown is available for North Africa/Middle East region. 



numbers ol poor in tow-potential areas and 
cities. It is, however, to note that we now 
know what to do to rapidly eliminate hunger 
in the high-potential areas; that reducing 
hunger, and thereby the pressures ol pov
erty, in urban areas- where more than a 
quarter ol the poor resid~epends on 
vigorous growth in high-potential rural 
areas; and that the historical answerto prob
lems ollow·potential areas has always con· 
tained a major element ol migration, which, 
in turn, depends on good performance in 
the high-potential areas and their urban en
claves. 01 course, it is also desirable to do 
research locused on breakthroughs that will 
raise the productillity ollow-potential areas. 
Such research will give relatively more em
phasis to low·input innovation. However, 
because these are long-term, relatively 
high·risk investments, ij is appropriate that 
loreign aid and intemalionat programs pay 
lor a disproportionate share. 

Improved rural Infrastructure that allows 
technology to spread to all farmers and per
mits employment multipliers to make ade
quate jobs lor the poor is another crucial 
element in poverty reduction. An tFPRI 

In developed countries, 
environmental destruction Is 
primarily a product of wealth, 
while In very poor countries It Is 
primarily a product of poverty. 

study in Bangladesh, for example, found 
that areas with good infrasti\Jcture used 4 
percent more labor per hectare than areas 
with poor infrastructure and 92 percent more 
fertilizer. The multiplier effects of that growth 
produced a level of nonagricultural employ· 
ment that was 30 percent higher than in the 
poor infrastructure areas and wage rates 
that were 12 percent higher. 

Infrastructure investment also provides a 
vital link between the long-term. sell-reliant 
removal ol poverty, and short-term ame
lioration. Rural public worl<s schemes to 
build infrastructure create immediate in· 
creases in employment and are clearly the 
most proven means of targeting food and 
income to the poor. Improved infrastructure, 
in conjunction with improved agricultural 
technology, can provide the employment 
multipliers that sustain income increases 
and access to food over the long term, The 
same study referred to above showed that 
good infrasti\Jcture is associated with a 40 
percent decline in the number ol people in 
absolute poverty. However, such efforts 
sustain development only if they are not so 
driven by immediate employment objectives 
that they fail to provide the larger permanent 
employment multipliers of which they are 
capable. For example, roads constructed 
on these projects must be all-weather 
roads, involving considerable nonlabor 

Figure 3-Percent change in the number of people in developing 
countries in poverty, by region, 1970.80 
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Note: China not included. 
Source: Wo~d Bank, Poverty and Hunger: Issues and Options lor Food Security in 

Developing Countries (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, t986). 

expense, it they are to fulfill long-term 
development objectives. The budgets of 
these projects should not be so dominated 
by the food component for labor that resour
ces are not avallable for materials to build 
permanent establishments. 

PRESERVING THE 
ENVIRONMENT Thesolu· 
lions to hunger and poverty are very much at 
the core of the solution to the environmental 
assault occurring in. developing countries. 
Of course. environmental degradation oc
curs in both developing and developed 
countries. But a broad distinction can be 
made. ln developed countries, environmen· 
tal destruction is primarily a product of 
weahh, while in very poor countries it is pri· 
marilyaproductofpoverty. The most serious 
environmental destruction in developing 
countries occurs as population pressure ex· 
pands against a limited land resource base 
and pushes cultivation out onto more fragile 
resources, thereby rapidly destroying for· 
ests and grasslands. 

Increased production on fragile land re
duces agricultural productivity. In Nepal, for 
example, larmers are forced, by population 
pressure and lack of yield-increasing tech
nology, to clear and crop the hillsides, ex· 
acerbating problems of soil erosion and 
causing flooding in lowland areas. In tess 
than a decade, the destruction ol forest re
sources in areas of Nepal covered by tFPRt 
studies has added more than one hour per 
day to the time required for women to collect 
firewood and forage. Deforestation also con
tributes to a decline in the nutrmonaf status 
of children through the reduced time of 
women in the preparation of food and use of 
smaller quantities of higher-priced fuel. 

There are two solutions to these environ
mental problems. First, increasetheagricuf· 
tural capacity of the less lragite land to help 
retievethepressureinthemorelragileareas. 
This will produce a synergism between en
vironmental preservation and a major attack 
on poverty in the more responsive areas. 
Second. conduct research and provide in
frastructure in the more fragile areas. The 
former to help find tess destructive systems 
of !arming, and the fatter to relieve the en· 
vironmental stress from hunger in years of 



Development must be largely 
driven by growth in the 
domestic demand of developing 
countries ... 

poor production and lack of nonfarm jobs. 
Again.there is a synergism between hunger 
abatementthroughgrowthandenvironmen· 
tal protection. 

TRADE Withfewexceptions.devel· 
opmenl cannot be led by export growth be· 
cause the bulk of the demand for increased 
output from a developing country will not 
come from abroad. Development must be 
largely driven by growth in the domestic de· 
mand of developing countries. gtowth that is 
achieved through cost-decreasing techno
logical change in agriculture. Nevertheless. 
trade is extremely important to the develop· 
ment process. Most obviously we know that 
once countries aoceferate their growth sub· 
stantially. even their best efforts in their agri
cultural sector cannot keep up with the do· 
mestic growth in demand for food. Thus 
trade is needed to facilitate the imports of 
basic food staples. including cereals and 
vegetable oils, into developing countries. 

Equally important. if developing coun· 
tries are to grow rapidly, they must spread 
their own capital resources across a high 
proportion of their labor force. This means 
theycannotconcentrateoncapital·intensive 
industries like steel. petrochemicals. and 
fertilizer. They must import those capital· in· 
tensive goods and services. 

Agriculture itself can play an important 
rote in meeting export needs. The oppor· 
!unities are particutarty great in tabor-inten
sive agricultural commodities like fruit, veg· 
etables, and certain types of livestock com· 
modifies. The message lor research is clear. 
While we are striving for new breakthroughs 
in the basic food staples, new efforts must 
be added in the labor-intensive agricul· 
turat commodities for which demand is still 
growing. even in developing countries. 

Four lessons from the past can guide us 
in dealing with these important trade issues 
ofthe 1990s. First, developing countries are 
already increasing their share of the interna
tional market for labor-intensive agricultural 
commodities and command between a third 
and halfofthatmarketalready. That potential 
needs to be developed further in a favorable 
trading environment. Second, even as coun
tries move into middle-income status, agri· 
culture dominates their trade. hence con
tinued growth in exports requires growth in 
agricultural exports. Third , developing 
countries do best in labor-intensive agricul
tural exports when their own markets for 
UlOse commodities are growing rapidly. Thus 
broad-based internal marl<ets that derive 
from successful rural development streng-

then agricultural trade performance. Fourth. 
a strong research effort is needed both in 
production to reduce costs and in marketing 
if new export markets are to develop. 

STABILITY Wortd agricultural mar
kets have experienced increasing produc· 
lion instability in recent years. accompanied 
by greater price instability. The biggest los· 
ers from instability in food supplies and 
prices are. of course, the poor. A given re· 
duction in food supplies will result in a de· 
crease in consumption by the bottom 20 
percent of the income distribution in devel· 
oping countries that is more than 10 times 
greater than that of the top 5 percent. 

Dealing with instability by building stocks 
sullicient for a single poor year is a common 
practice by cultivators in low-income coun· 
tries. However, the cost of providing tor two 
bad years in a row through stocking policy is 
exorbitant and. hence, is rarely paid. A sec· 
ond successive bad crop year is most effec· 
lively dealt with through international trade. 
Often . however, poor countries lace special 
financing problems that can limit imports in 
response to domestic shortages. This prob· 
tern can ellectivety be dealt with through the 
IMF cereal facility. That facility should be 
strengthened, rather than gradually weak· 
ened and virtually eliminated as at present. 

It is also important that the developed 
countries. as they try to restrain excessive 
growih in their production. keep in mind the 
growing need for food in developing coun
tries during this intermediate period when 
agricultural growth is accelerating with tech· 
nological change, but demand for food is 
growing even more rapidly. They should 
consider at least a minimal-level stocking 
policy in order to stabilize their own prices 
and consumption and to provide some 
basis for stability in international markets. 
Most important, they need to return idle land 
to production when stocks decline below 
generally agreed·upon levels. 

CONCLUSION The 1990s 
can put us firmly on the path to eliminating 
the bulk of poverty and hunger in the world 
and, in so doing, to abating the seemingly 
relentless attacks on our environment. This 
is possible because of the vast investment 
in human capital and institutional struc
tures that has been occurring for the past 
several decades. As the structural malad · 
justments of the 1980s are removed, the 
returns are beginning to flow-first in the 
richer countries of Asia and Latin America, 
then in the poorer countries in these 
regions, and finally in Africa. 

To realize those opportunities, develop
ing countries must concentrate on a devel· 
opment strategy that emphasizes growth 
in the smallholder. labor-intensive agricul· 
tural sector. The prospects for that growth 

and for the alleviation of poverty will depend 
largely on the ability of developing countries 
toreducecostsandintensifyagriculturalpro
duction through technological innovation. 
That. in turn. will require increased invest· 
ment in agricultural research and ancillary 
institutions of technological change to pro· 
vide the basis for an accelerated increase in 
resourceproductivityinthehigh·population
density, high·production ·potentiatareas. 
as well as in the more dillicult environments. 
For all rural people to participate in these 
processes. rural infrastructure will need 
to be expanded greatly as will rural educa· 
l ion. The costs are so great and the admin
istration structure for such an approach so 
decentralized. that local government will 
have to be developed far more fully than is 
now the case in developing countries. 

Technical assistance from devel· 
oped countries toward the further expan· 
sion of human cap~al and necessary de· 
velopment institutions-most importanlly. 
those that undertake scientifiC research In 
agriculture-is crucial to accelerate pro
gress in developing countries. In addition, 

Success in meeting the complex 
challenges and opportunities .. . 
in the 1990s can ensure a 
shared and widespread 
prosperity well beyond the next 
decade. 

recognizing that rapidly rising incomes in 
developing countries generate a dynamic 
structure ol demand and a consequent 
need to earn large amounts of foreign ex· 
change through nontraditional agricul· 
turat exports. developed countri es must 
open their markets to p romote developing
country trade and take measures to ensure 
the stability of food supplies. Finally. food 
aid from the surplus-producing devel· 
oped countries can play a major role In 
support of rural infrastructure and rural 
schooling- the former to provide wage 
goods for labor and the taller to attract poor 
children to school through school lunches, 
and both to provide immediate reduction of 
poverty. 

Cooperation by developing and devel· 
oped countries can help to eliminate hunger 
in the short·term and encourage the long· 
term growth processes in developing 
countries. II is essential that both groups 
cooperate. Success in meeting the com· 
plex challenges and opportunities confront· 
ing u~ in the 1990s can ensure a shared and 
widespread prosperity well beyond the next 
decade. Such effort will greatly facilitate 
accelerated growth and poverty alleviation 
in the 1990s and bring benefits to that 
decade that a more autarchical approach 
would postpone for several further 
decades. 


