
In 1994, when Jean-Paul Faguet, then
working at the World Bank, heard

about Bolivia’s plan to empower local
communities, he was skeptical.
Although the plan was called Law of
Popular Participation, it was designed
by a small group at the central
government level behind closed doors.
“Popular participation” sounded good,

of course, but Faguet doubted that it
could simply be imposed from above.
What will they legislate next, he and 
his colleagues at the Bank asked
themselves—wealth and happiness 
for everyone? 

In fact, says Faguet, now a
researcher and lecturer at the London
School of Economics (LSE), Bolivia
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In Africa, as in most of the developing
world, economic growth and poverty

reduction remain closely tied to the fate of
agriculture. In recent years, the fate of
African agriculture has come under enor-
mous scrutiny. Several regional and
subregional initiatives are underway.

One such set of initiatives focuses on
the agricultural sectors of countries in West
and Central Africa. ECOWAS, the region’s
economic organization, has formulated a
common agricultural policy (ECOWAP)
that is also the vehicle for implementing the
Comprehensive Africa Agriculture
Development Programme (CAADP)
process—an effort by African governments
to coordinate agricultural development
strategies.At the same time, the region’s
agricultural research organization, CORAF, is
developing a strategic framework for agri-
cultural research in West and Central Africa.

IFPRI, which has sought to intensify its
activities in the region through its new
Africa Strategy (www.ifpri.org/pubs/
books/gi20.asp#dl), is helping to support
regional efforts to revitalize agriculture.
Therefore, IFPRI, ECOWAS, and CORAF
organized a conference in Dakar, Senegal,
in January in order to agree on
approaches, priorities, and future oppor-
tunities for collaboration. More than 50
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IFPRI News

During the past two decades, South Asian
consumers have moved away from tradi-

tional staple cereals, such as rice and wheat,
toward high-value foods such as fruits, vegeta-
bles, poultry, dairy, and fish. Prompted by the
region’s changing food plate, many smallholder
farmers have begun to follow suit. 

Yet, in an area of the world dominated by
small farms of two hectares or less, farmers
face a daunting task when attempting to make
the transition toward high-value agriculture.
Unlike traditional, cereal-based agriculture,
high-value foods require smallholder farmers
to have strong links to food processors,
retailers, and other players in the food chain.
Perishable foods such as fruits, vegetables, and
milk also pose special challenges. Climate-
controlled packing and storage facilities can
solve this problem, but they often remain too
costly for smallholders to acquire.

By forging innovative partnerships with the
private sector, however, smallholder farmers across the region are finding ways to overcome these
obstacles and tap into a burgeoning market.

Given its on-the-ground presence in the region through its office in New Delhi, IFPRI is actively
studying this transition in agricultural production. In September 2006, the office organized the
international conference, “From Plate to Plough: Agricultural Diversification and its Implications
for Smallholders,” which brought together researchers, policymakers, donors, and agribusiness
executives for two days to share knowledge and discuss ways to help integrate smallholder farmers
into high-value agricultural markets.

IFPRI researchers followed up on this conference by traveling to the FieldFresh Agri Centre of
Excellence in Ludhiana, Punjab (India), to see first hand how partnerships between the govern-
ment, farmers, and the private sector enable smallholder producers to transport and package their
high-quality fresh fruits and vegetables for shipment to global markets.

Looking forward, IFPRI researchers are also studying the future of high-value agriculture in the
region. According to Agricultural Diversification and Smallholders in South Asia, a new book
coedited by Ashok Gulati, IFPRI director in Asia, South Asian farmers will attempt to keep pace
with the region’s projected 100 percent jump in meat, egg, and fish consumption and 90 percent
increase in fruit and vegetable consumption between 2000 and 2025.

“High-value agriculture is here—and growing—in South Asia,” says Gulati. “Policymakers and
agribusinesses across the region now have an opportunity to work together to forge the right set of
incentives, institutions, and investments to accelerate and improve smallholders’ participation in
this vibrant market.”  ■

Linking South Asia’s Farms 
to High-Value Food Markets

© 2007 Veronica O’Connor/IFPRI 
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The first Millennium Development Goal
(MDG) calls for halving the proportion

of people living on less than a dollar a day
and suffering from hunger between 1990
and 2015.Anyone who has worked in devel-
opment knows that this goal is enormous,
but the global community has taken on this
challenge and committed itself to achieving
this target. Halving the proportion of poor
people will require ensuring that hundreds of
millions of people, many of whom have
already been the subjects of various devel-
opment plans and programs, gain livelihoods
that will allow them to live healthy and
productive lives free of hunger.Yet, besides
raising the challenge of reaching half of the
world’s poor people in an effective way by
2015, the goal also raises an uncomfortable
question:What will become of the people
not addressed by the goal—the other half?

The hungry and poor who are “easy” to
reach are already benefiting from global
efforts to reduce hunger and poverty. So
who are the poorest people—those who
are so difficult to reach with current and past
approaches? Why are their situations so dire?
How can they be reached?

These questions have long concerned
us at IFPRI.We have decided to organize a
research-based conference and
consultation process to try to find answers
to some of these difficult questions.The
conference,“Taking Action for the World’s
Poor and Hungry People,” is being
organized in conjunction with the Chinese
State Council Leading Group Office on
Poverty Alleviation and Development
(LGOPAD).This multistakeholder
conference will examine how best to reach
the hunger and poverty MDG and to go
beyond it to ultimately end hunger and
absolute poverty. The International
Poverty Reduction Center in China, IFPRI,
and the Chinese Academy of Agricultural
Sciences (CAAS) are co-hosts of the
conference, to be held October 17–19,
2007, in Beijing, China. Planning for the

conference is being guided by a
distinguished Advisory Committee, which
met in Beijing on March 20, 2007.
(Please see www.ifpri.org/2020China
Conference/index.htm.)

The sheer numbers of people likely to
remain in poverty after 2015 remain
staggering. Worldwide, an estimated 700
million people are projected to remain
extremely poor in 2015, and about 600
million people to go hungry.

There are indications that the poorest
people may have different social and
economic characteristics than the people
who have made it out of poverty in recent
decades.The poorest may be harder to
reach because, for instance, they may live
in failing states or may be caught in
poverty traps. It appears that reaching
them will require new and different
actions. But what should those actions be?

This conference will bring to bear the
latest research on new strategies and
actions to end extreme hunger and
poverty. It will take stock of progress in
reducing poverty and hunger and assess
who the remaining poorest and hungry
people are. It will examine why poverty
and hunger persist in these groups and
look at the experiences of different
countries and actors in tackling poverty
and hunger. It will assess what approaches
and strategies have worked and the
optimal mix of policies and investments in
different contexts.This gathering of a wide
range of stakeholders will also allow for
intensified exchange of lessons between
countries that have been successful at
reducing hunger and poverty on the one
hand and the rest of the world on the
other hand. Finally, the conference will
contribute to identifying how actions to
eradicate extreme poverty and hunger can
be accelerated or scaled up, and how
innovative solutions can be designed and
implemented for and with the poorest and
hungry people.

Once the conference is over, we do
not intend to let the results rest on the
shelf. Rather, our goal is to feed informa-
tion emerging from the conference into
key policymaking and decisionmaking
processes, where it can contribute to
adjusting existing strategies and policies
and to developing and implementing new
ones.We want to see the lessons applied
to help speed up, scale up, and transfer
successful practices and experiences.

In preparing this conference, we are
fortunate to have the support of a
consortium of cosponsors, made up of
countries, regional banks, bilateral agencies,
foundations, and nongovernmental organi-
zations including, besides the Government
of China, the Asian Development Bank, the
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the
Canadian International Development
Agency, Deutsche Welthungerhilfe
(German Agro-Action), the European
Commission, the German Federal
Ministry for Economic Co-operation and
Development with Deutsche Gesellschaft
für Technische Zusammenarbeit
(BMZ/GTZ), the International
Development Research Centre, and
UNICEF’s China country office.

The Millennium Project’s report states
that the MDGs are only a way-station on
the path to ending absolute poverty by
2025. Our thinking about how to achieve
this goal must build on the best available
research and experience, and the time to
start thinking is now. ■

Joachim von Braun is IFPRI’s director
general, and Rajul Pandya-Lorch is
head of IFPRI’s 2020 Vision Initiative
and chief of staff in the Director
General’s Office.

Focus on the World’s Poor and Hungry Left Behind
Joachim von Braun and Rajul Pandya-Lorch

Commentary
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Interview

“But there is 

now abundant

evidence that the

environment is 

at the very

foundation of

prosperity in both

the North and

South. We need to

internalize the

economic costs and

opportunities of

sustainability

across

governments,

business, and other

pertinent sectors of

society.”

FORUM: As you have assumed leadership of the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP), what do you consider to be the key environmental challenges the world is facing? Do
you see any encouraging developments?  

Achim Steiner:  The environmental crisis and the environmental challenge of the 21st century
circles around two central themes—improved and sustainable management of natural resources
and overcoming the “market failures” that are the underlying cause of so many environmental
problems, from the collapse of fisheries to human-induced climate change.

Part of the move toward improved management must begin at home. Thus one of the key
tasks of my tenure at UNEP is to reform the organization in order to make it fit, relevant, and
capable of fulfilling its mandate and the rising expectations of governments, the private sector,
nongovernmental bodies, and individual citizens. It is among the requests also being made as a
result of UN reform.

UNEP remains a small and modestly funded enterprise, yet within its current structure and
resources there is a lot more it can do if its activities are more focused and delivery oriented.
However, to fully and effectively meet the welter of challenges will require a strengthened body
with additional resources. Whether it requires an upgrading to a full organization is at the
center of a great deal of animated debate among governments and other interested parties.

Central to UNEP’s work over my four-year tenure will be the nexus between environment
and the economy. In the past the environment was perceived as something of a luxury—an
issue to address when all other problems had been resolved. But there is now abundant
evidence that the environment is at the very foundation of prosperity in both the North and
South. We need to internalize the economic costs and opportunities of sustainability across
governments, business, and other pertinent sectors of society.

If we can achieve this, I am convinced we can go a long way toward better management of
nature-based resources so that prosperity and opportunity are available to all now and in
future generations.

There are many encouraging developments one can mention. Within the UN system, for
example, UNEP’s relationship with sister organizations like the UN Development Programme,
the UN Industrial Development Organization, the World Trade Organization, and the UN
World Tourism Organization is beginning to flourish and flower.

In my travels, I also meet companies in both developed and developing countries that are
looking to UNEP and the multilateral system for leadership and solutions as never before.

They recognize that in a globalized world where the consumer is king, reputations can be
secured or lost by unsustainable practices. The UN, in partnership, can assist in developing
norms, standards, and values that can help ensure the integrity of global markets.

A good example is biofuels. Some countries and energy companies are becoming concerned
that they may face a consumer backlash if energy crops aggravate hunger and destruction of
important ecosystems like tropical forests. A global market in biofuels needs economic
standards but also needs environmental ground rules if it is to succeed and not become
tarnished by differing sustainability standards.

Achim Steiner, UN
Undersecretary General
and UNEP Executive
Director

IFPRI Forum interviews Achim Steiner on the environmental crisis facing the
world and the solutions to that crisis.
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FORUM: Last year was the sixth warmest year worldwide
and 2007 is predicted to be even hotter. Do you think these
trends will help persuade some wealthier countries to take a
harder look at their greenhouse gas emissions and their
participation in global protocols? If so, how might this affect
developing countries’ commitments on this score?  

Achim Steiner: I believe the ultimate and most spectacular
market failure of them all must be climate change.

Earlier this year the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC)—a body established by UNEP and the
World Meteorological Organization (WMO)—published the
first of four new reports. The 2,000 plus scientists involved
have concluded with a 90 percent certainty that human
beings are altering the climate. The best available evidence
is that we have far less than a generation to act to avoid
dangerous climate change. In other words, peg the tempera-
ture increase to no more than 2 degrees Centigrade.

The momentum on this issue in 2007 gives real cause for
optimism. In early March, the European Union agreed to
reduce emissions by 20 percent by 2020—indeed by 30 per-
cent if others follow.

Earlier in the year President Bush stated in his State of
the Union address that climate change was a serious
challenge and announced new fuel standards. Over 300
cities in the United States have or are setting emission
reduction targets in the spirit of the Kyoto Protocol—the
UN brokered greenhouse-gas-cutting treaty. Several U.S.
states are also setting targets, including the very ambitious
one announced in California.

Again, business and industry are urging action. In
advance of the President’s speech, ten of the biggest corpo-
rations in the United States, including Duke Power, Alcoa,
and General Electric, called for emission caps.

The challenge is to develop a post-2012 landscape in
which the current Kyoto Protocol is succeeded by a commit-
ment to even deeper emission cuts—ones that put the world
on track to reach the 60 to 80 percent cuts deemed
necessary to stabilize the atmosphere.

The industrialized world has the responsibility to be the
first mover. The vast majority of emissions in the atmos-
phere come from these countries. But this does not mean
that developing countries cannot contribute. Indeed some
already are. Brazil, for example, has, over the past three
years, managed to voluntarily reduce deforestation in the
Amazon by over 50 percent.

The litmus test will come later in the year in Bali, when
governments meet for the next round of negotiations under
the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. It is
vital that we bring all countries to a post-2012 agreement
on emission reductions, but one that recognizes common
but differentiated responsibilities.

FORUM: Environmental protection may enhance economic
development and social equity in broad terms, but how can
a poor farmer in the developing world be better included in
the long-run benefits?  

Achim Steiner:  Overall, the global trading regime favors the
rich over developing-world farmers. Improving market
access to developed-country markets could go a long way
toward liberating farmers in Africa, Asia, and Latin America
and the Caribbean. So we urgently need to complete the
Doha Round of the World Trade Organization.

There are other opportunities. Organic produce in
countries like Germany and the United Kingdom are now
multibillion Euro markets and a great deal of this is
imported. Boosting organic certification in developing
countries could play a positive economic role.

Biofuels have been mentioned. Brazil, for example, has
pioneered using sugarcane to produce ethanol. It is now
looking to transfer this know-how to farmers on continents
like Africa. Other countries are looking at other crops like
oils and a dryland one known as jatropha. These represent
environmental and economic opportunities if, as mentioned,
robust and recognized sustainability standards prevail.

Meanwhile, the World Agroforestry Centre, located next
to UNEP’s headquarters in Nairobi, is looking at how
small-scale agroforestry farmers might be included in the
Clean Development Mechanism of the Kyoto Protocol.

A key and outstanding issue is a global Access and
Benefit Sharing (ABS) regime. This would allow local
farmers and communities to gain financially from the
genetic diversity they so often conserve if it is developed
into a new crop or pharmaceutical. It is a complex issue,
but one that needs urgent attention; and some new, creative,
and collective thinking on how to take ABS forward under
treaties like the UNEP Convention on Biological Diversity is
now long overdue.

FORUM: How do you assess the often-discussed potential
trade-offs between promotion of environmental protection
and promotion of productivity- and growth-enhancing
investments in water and agriculture in the developing world?

Achim Steiner:  Quite frankly, I see few trade-offs if any in
this realm. Sustainable agriculture and sustainable
management of nature-based assets are not only compatible
but a prerequisite for maintaining yields into a century
where there will be soon nine billion mouths to feed.

Well over 50 percent of rainfall comes from precipitation
originating from trees, shrubs, and other vegetation. In other

www.ifpri.org 5
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words, without such ecosystems, agriculture and irriga-
tion are simply not possible in many parts of the world.

Conversely, inefficient use of fertilizers, pesticides,
and other chemicals not only harms human health, but
can hit farmers’ pockets. These inputs also contribute
to pollution of water supplies and the growing
phenomenon of marine dead zones—deoxygenated
areas that can harm fish stocks. Perhaps this is not a
problem for farmers, but it certainly is for developing-
and developed-country fishermen.

Meanwhile, loss of biological diversity robs rich and
poor farmers alike of the genetic diversity upon which
the next generation of crops may depend.

So we must bury the myth that environmental
sustainability and agricultural production are somehow
at loggerheads—we must grasp the fundamental facts
that sustainable development requires sustainable
management of farmers’ fields but also of the wider
environment so that they coexist in more intelligent and
mutually supportive ways.  ■

“. . . loss of

biological diversity

robs rich and poor

farmers alike of

genetic diversity

upon which the

next generation 

of crops may

depend.”

regional policymakers and government representatives,
donor representatives, and senior IFPRI staff examined
lessons learned from IFPRI’s work in Africa, strategic
directions for future food policy research in West and
Central Africa, and ways for the Institute to deepen its
research, capacity strengthening, and communications
partnerships in the region.

“We wanted to identify opportunities and options to
better align our agenda with emerging priorities in the
region,” said Ousmane Badiane, IFPRI’s Africa
Coordinator. He said IFPRI has significantly increased its
activities in West and Central Africa in the last year and
will continue to deepen its partnerships with ECOWAS
and CORAF and expand its collaboration with the West
and Central African agricultural research community to
support regional food and nutrition security objectives.

The conference made several recommendations with
regard to future research and policy endeavors. One was
to broaden partnerships beyond traditional research
circles to include actors such as the media and profes-
sional organizations. Another was to develop a
collaborative capacity-building program to help
strengthen policy analysis and research skills across West
and Central Africa. A third was to more sharply focus
policy research in the region toward a better under-
standing of past successes and the factors behind them in
order to disseminate them widely. ■

Focus on West and Central Africa
Intensifies (continued from page 1)

G. Pascal Zachary’s
commentary (right) is drawn
from a thought-provoking
essay that IFPRI will soon
publish along with comments
from journalists in both
developed and developing
countries. Below are excerpts
from two commentators.

“So much money goes
into covering elections
or budget reports, yet
the idea of allowing a
health reporter to have
the same resources when
covering the spread of
an emerging disease
would be mocked in
many newsrooms.”

—Ania Lichtarowicz, senior broadcast 
journalist, BBC, and former BBC World

Service health reporter

“Another problem in
development reporting is
that journalists often
confuse a single, micro-
level success story as the
general panacea for all
miseries of a similar
nature.”

—Madhavi Tata, special correspondent,
Outlook magazine (India)
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Climate change poses a hydra-headed
threat. Migration from poor countries to

wealthy ones, while expansive of human
freedom and economic growth, raises new
challenges to notions of tolerance and
community.The widening gap between rich
and poor, both within nations and across the
planet, threatens stability and mocks civic initia-
tives to promote equality of opportunity and
effective public service. Differences in race,
gender, and ethnicity, while recognized as
never before, remain markers for discrimina-
tion all too often.

With so many problems threatening
equitable development around the world,
frank talk, fair information, and revealing
analyses are essential.The role of professional
media—of newspapers, radio and television
broadcasts, and the Internet—would seem to
be as important as ever.Yet journalists around
the world suffer from a range of new threats
and old limitations that raise troubling
questions about whether mass media can
respond effectively to the great global chal-
lenges of our time.

To be sure, many journalists have greater
ambitions to make a difference—and the
means to achieve those ambitions—than ever.
More people than ever are literate, globally
aware, and free to express their true views
and even vigorously dissent.Around the world,
there are more radio and television stations
than ever before. New electronic tools, from
computers to the Internet, make obtaining and
re-presenting information easier and less
expensive than ever.

There’s also a new appreciation for the
value of media as a tool for promoting demo-
cratic change, especially in poorer countries.
From Mali to China and Peru to India, growing
numbers of ordinary people expect and
indeed hope that the media will keep a
careful eye on government, take wayward
officials to task, and identify emerging solutions.
Indeed, in covering development, media in
poor countries may well be on the verge of a
golden age of great reporting. In India, enter-
prising journalists are exposing the plight of

poor farmers. In most African countries, jour-
nalists are challenging government power in
ways unthinkable a mere 10 years ago. In
China, while censorship and repression of
journalists are widespread and the develop-
ment story remains tightly controlled by
government officials, consumers of media
nevertheless receive a daily diet of reports on
social protest and poverty.All over the world,
media empathy with the “losers” of develop-
ment—the poor, the uneducated, the sick, the
discarded—has never been greater.

Despite media attention to grinding
poverty and the perils of unequal develop-
ment, powerful forces are undermining more
sophisticated coverage. Some of these are
economic.Western media, which are largely in
the hands of private owners, are undergoing a
wrenching revaluation in which traditional
models for wringing out profits are being
supplanted by a new calculus that appears to
place a lower value on original content.
Expensive efforts to gather information, such
as international reporting, are increasingly at
risk. In the United States for instance, the
number of foreign correspondents is dramati-
cally declining.As recently as 2000, U.S.
newspapers supported 282 foreign corre-
spondents around the world. By 2006, the
number had fallen by 20 percent.At the start
of 2007, three American newspapers with
distinguished traditions of international
reporting (Newsday, the Baltimore Sun, and
the Boston Globe) permanently shuttered
their overseas bureaus.

Fewer journalists on the ground will
worsen the habit of international media to
chase after crises, ignoring or underplaying less
dramatic but more significant or complex
stories in favor of high-profile “causes” and
celebrity watching. For instance, the visit of the
pop-diva Madonna last fall to Malawi, where
she adopted a child, attracted more media
attention for this impoverished African
country than all of its famines, government
corruption, and foreign-aid programs attracted
in the previous 10 years.

Even local journalists in poor countries

tend to pander to the obsession with celebri-
ties (both home-grown and imported), and
hard-luck stories are often a substitute for
trenchant analyses of social and economic
failures.While sympathy is important, the
media too often turns the disadvantaged into
objects of pity that are more easily
“consumed” by wealthy readers.The manner
in which poverty co-evolves with wealth is
rarely explored by journalists. Private business
activity is often ignored, misrepresented, or
trivialized.The activities of foreign-aid agencies
rarely merit sustained coverage, either.

Journalists from poor countries are often
fixated on the role of government leaders and
their policies; they tend to rely too heavily on
official statistics, especially when writing about
poverty and development.Too often, they
present these numbers out of context and
lack sufficient skepticism about their accuracy
and origins.

Even when journalists identify and describe
structural problems, their coverage often fails
to influence government behavior. Govern-
ments are increasingly sophisticated at both
deflecting and managing critical press
coverage. But as journalists face troubling insti-
tutional and political challenges, they remain
central actors in the struggle to achieve more
equitable societies.

For journalists committed to social uplift, the
path is clear: Dedicate themselves to giving
voice to the voiceless, decoding the self-serving
statements of the powerful, and encouraging
their societies to recognize, however fitfully, that
inequitable growth and persistent poverty ulti-
mately threaten all of us. ■

G. Pascal Zachary teaches journalism at
Stanford University and is the author of
The Diversity Advantage: Multicultural
Identity in the New World Economy. 
He has reported from more than 40
countries over the past dozen years, most
recently from Peru, China, Uganda, and
Malawi.

Commentary

Media and Development
G. Pascal Zachary
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Timely and comprehensive data on poor and rural
areas can be a powerful tool in any developing

country’s fight against hunger and poverty. Because
poverty is spatially defined in many countries,
however, maps that illustrate the many determinants
of poverty can be particularly useful for devising
improved policies and investment strategies.

In Ethiopia, there was no widely available set of
maps on the agricultural and rural economy, so IFPRI
and its Ethiopia Strategy Support Program have
produced the Atlas of the Ethiopian Rural Economy
in collaboration with Ethiopia’s Central Statistical
Agency and the Ethiopian Development Research
Institute to provide policymakers and development
practitioners with a detailed view of how farmers and
herders in Ethiopia attain their livelihoods.

“Many development issues are spatial,” says
Jordan Chamberlin, a scientist with IFPRI’s Development Strategy and Governance Division in
Addis Ababa, “though recognition of this fact may not always be reflected in a country’s
development discussions. Simply moving from tabular to cartographic representations of
statistical data is one small but powerful step in promoting that understanding.”

Through a series of maps and explanatory texts in both Amharic and English, the atlas
(www.ifpri.org/pubs/books/oc54.asp#dl) provides a comprehensive view of rural Ethiopia in the
areas of production, infrastructure, markets, natural resources, agroclimate, social indicators,
institutions, and demographics. By giving a full and multilayered picture of conditions in rural
Ethiopia, these maps can help target interventions to the people and communities who need
them most. ■

8   IFPRI FORUM

More IFPRI News

Cartography and Development:
the Ethiopia Atlas

Recent Awards
Philip G. Pardey, Julian Alston, and Roley Piggott have received the Quality of Communication Award from
the Australian Agricultural and Resource Economics Society (AARES) for their IFPRI book, Agricultural R&D
in the Developing World:Too Little,Too Late?—www.ifpri.org/pubs/books/oc51.asp.

The team of information managers, IT professionals, and researchers coordinated by IFPRI’s Luz Marina
Alvaré won the 2006 CGIAR’s Outstanding Scientific Support Award.The award recognized their
achievement in creating the CGIAR Virtual Library (CGVlibrary), a portal to search and access agricultural
research produced by the CGIAR centers and other research organizations. Launched last July, the
CGVlibrary is part of the CGIAR’s ICT-KM Program.The site averages about 30,000 searches a month.
http://vlibrary.cgiar.org. ■
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Can Local Government Work for the Poor? (continued from page 1)

made government more responsive to poor people in many
communities and directed resources to the services poor people
desired. “Decentralization put real power over public resources in
the hands of ordinary citizens,” Faguet says. “It changed the way the
country is run.”

Bolivia is among the most striking cases of decentralization of
government power to the local level, an idea that has been
discussed and implemented off and on throughout the developing
world over the past several decades.With the emphasis on
democracy and good governance in the development community
since the early 1990s, decentralization has again become a popular
goal, at least in principle. According to one review, 80 percent of
developing countries have pursued decentralization, or attempted
to, including Bangladesh, Brazil, China, Colombia, Ethiopia, Ghana,
India, Nepal, the Philippines, South Africa, and Uganda.

“It’s a popular stated goal,” says Stephen Ndegwa, a senior public
sector governance specialist at the World Bank. “Most constitutions
and discussions in democracies state that they’d like to have a
decentralized state.”

Joachim von Braun, director general of IFPRI, sees this trend
toward decentralization as driven not only by democracy, but also
by economic globalization. “Globalization requires local decision-
making power that will efficiently provide the infrastructure and
services demanded by investors,” he says. “This economic necessity
drives ‘glocalisation’—the combination of globalization with localiza-
tion and decentralization.”

When it works properly, decentralization can help to alleviate
poverty and food insecurity by providing infrastructure and services
that poor people require, like drinking water, roads, schooling, and
health care. “The goal is to bring government closer to the people,
with the hope of giving poor people a greater voice and making
government more effective and more accountable,” says IFPRI
senior research fellow Regina Birner. Given that most poor people
in developing countries live in rural areas, out of sight of the political
elites in national capitals, “decentralization can be the single most
important governance reform for rural areas,” she says.

But making decentralization work effectively for poor people is a
challenge, and it takes time. A 2004 study from the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) examined the
impact of decentralization on poverty in 18 developing countries
and 3 states of India. Decentralization helped to reduce poverty in
only one-third of the cases, and in some of the poorest countries
with weak institutions and post-conflict situations decentralization
worsened poverty.

So is decentralization the key to governance that focuses on the
needs of poor people?

Not All Decentralization Is Alike
Decentralization can look very different depending on what kinds of
functions central governments transfer to the local level.Take, for
example, provision of drinking water. If drinking water provision
were politically decentralized, locally elected government officials
would make decisions about where and how to provide drinking
water. Under administrative decentralization, the local government
would have staff in charge of administering drinking water provision.
And under fiscal decentralization the local government would have
the revenue to finance drinking water provision.

The implications of these types of decentralization for local
government effectiveness and for poor people are subject to
debate.Von Braun says that political decentralization can indeed
benefit poor people by involving them in planning and evaluating
local public policies. Administrative decentralization alone will not
help the poor, and fiscal decentralization can help reduce poverty or
not, depending on how well local governments operate and what
political power the poor have.To create the conditions under which
decentralization can alleviate poverty, he says, “political and adminis-
trative decentralization should precede fiscal decentralization.
Otherwise participation and accountability are not assured.”

According to Ndegwa, on the other hand, transferring some of
these functions to the local level while retaining others can
undercut local effectiveness.The sticking point is often fiscal decen-
tralization. “Central governments begin the process and even have
local elections,” he says, “but they often don’t transfer the money to
the local authorities, and without the money, you can’t really do
much.”

It is perhaps understandable that central governments become
reluctant to go all the way with decentralization. Faguet points out
that decentralization is not a policy prescription with predictable
results, like, say, lowering tariffs. “It’s a process with very uncertain
outcomes,” he says. “The center has to let go of power and
resources and pass them to local government.You don’t know
what’s going to happen, and you have to live with that.”

Power to the People
When local governments gain power, do they actually empower
poor people? Are their decisions about delivery of infrastructure
and services any different from those of central governments?
Research shows that in many cases local governments are indeed
more responsive to the poor.

India undertook major decentralization through two constitu-
tional amendments in the mid-1990s. Under the 73rd Amendment,
one-third of the seats on locally elected village, block (multivillage),
and district councils, and one-third of the headships of these

(continued on page 10)
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Can Local Government Work for the Poor? (continued from page 9)

councils, are reserved for women, who were
traditionally underrepresented politically. Seats
and headships are also reserved for scheduled
castes and scheduled tribes—two disadvantaged
minorities—in proportion to their population
share. A study by Raghabendra Chattopadhyay
of the Indian Institute of Management and Esther
Duflo of the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology showed that mandated representa-
tion of these groups affected the investments
made by local governments.When women were
heads of village councils, the councils invested
more in women’s concerns, especially drinking
water.

Marc Cohen, an IFPRI research fellow, agrees
that where decentralization of government
services is coupled with efforts to empower
communities, it can contribute to food security.
He studied the effects of a program known as
the MERET (Managing Environmental Resources
to Enable Transitions to More Sustainable

Livelihoods) plan in Ethiopia. Covering 600 communities, the plan combines an increase in agricultural
extension services provided by the district-level government and the creation of elected, community-
based planning teams that decide on and manage soil and water conservation activities. “The program
has contributed to improved soil fertility, reforestation, higher incomes, and improved food security and
nutrition,” says Cohen. “Past top-down approaches to soil and water conservation failed.”

How well local governments serve the poor depends heavily on the level of transparency—do local
people know what government officials should be doing, and can they tell when officials are shirking their
responsibilities? Bolivia’s Law of Popular Participation, for example, included a provision for elected local
Oversight Committees to ensure that municipal government spending reflected local priorities. But
oversight was also made easier in Bolivia, says LSE’s Faguet, because decentralization was based on a
simple plan that distributed money to municipalities on a per capita basis, with no special formulas for
different types of populations. As a result, people knew how much the local government should be
spending, says Faguet: “People would march to the municipal building and say, ‘We know you’ve got so
much money per person—where is it? Where are the roads and the other public services?’”

In the 1980s, China made a massive shift from appointing village leaders to holding local elections. An
IFPRI study by senior research fellow Xiaobo Zhang and others examined how democratic local govern-
ment changed the provision of public goods like roads and irrigation. “Rural roads are one of the most
important local public goods in China because they connect farmers to the market and allow them to
switch from subsistence to commercial agriculture,” says Zhang. “Our research has shown that rural roads
have a big impact on poverty reduction and agricultural growth in rural China.” By comparing the
provision of public goods before and after elections, Zhang and colleagues found that elected local
officials tended to tax farm households less and provide more public goods.The researchers attribute this
change partly to the fact that budgets are now more transparent, and elections allow villagers to hold
officials accountable.

Where transparency is lacking, poor people have been less satisfied with the services provided by
local government, a study from India shows. IFPRI’s Regina Birner and others examined local governance
and poverty in two Gram Panchayats (village councils) in the state of Karnataka, India. In the case of
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drainage, for example, village residents expressed
high levels of dissatisfaction, and one-third to
one-half of them did not know who was respon-
sible for drainage service in their community.

Reluctance to Let Go of Power
One of the challenges in implementing decentral-
ization is getting central governments to loosen
their grip on power and turn it over to localities.
“Once politicians get into power,” says the World
Bank’s Ndegwa, “they have second thoughts.They
don’t want to give up power, or they see the risk
that the state will disintegrate.” But decentraliza-
tion can work to the central government’s
advantage, he points out, by reducing people’s
frustration with the national authorities. “Once
you give people some local autonomy, they don’t
have the center to blame any more. But to
convince a politician of this is difficult,” he says.

In 1995 and 1996 the state of Kerala in India
implemented a wide-ranging decentralization
scheme, overcoming opposition through rapid
and extensive transfer of power and resources. According to the
website of Kerala’s Department of Local Self-Governance, “Real and
effective decentralization probably calls for a big bang approach—
functions, powers, and resources are transferred at one go. If
decentralization is effected in one fell blow, the suddenness would
stun potential dissenters into silent acceptance; before people realize
what they have lost, decentralization would have become a fait
accompli.” The decentralization went hand in hand with a “People’s
Planning Campaign” that drew public participation and created
demand for decentralization. A large share—35 percent—of
planning funds were given to local governments.

Bolivia’s government had its own reason for deciding to decen-
tralize, Faguet explains. National leaders were worried that business
elites in one region were becoming too autonomous, so they
decided to leapfrog the regional governments by decentralizing to
the local level.

Who Should Hold Power Locally?
When power and resources flow from the central government to
localities, there is a risk that local elites will seize control, monopo-
lizing the benefits and leaving out the poorest and most vulnerable
people. Dilip Mookherjee, professor of economics at Boston
University, explains, however, that this does not necessarily occur. A
study of the Indian state of West Bengal by Pranab Bardhan of the
University of California, Berkeley, and Mookherjee found that Gram
Panchayats both gave poor people a voice in local government and

directed resources toward services used by the poor.West Bengal
may not be a typical case, he explains.This state has been run by the
Left Front, a coalition of leftist parties, since the 1970s, and it decen-
tralized well before the constitutional mandate of 1994.

According to Mookherjee, the success of West Bengal in
achieving generally pro-poor local government may be due to its
relatively high level of social and economic equality. “West Bengal is
far less hierarchical and unequal than other Indian states. In different
states with much higher inequality, decentralization has had almost
no effect,” he says. “But we don’t know enough about the success in
West Bengal relative to other states.We need more studies on this.”

Anwar Shah, program leader for public sector governance at the
World Bank, points out that in communities where there is one
large landlord or industrialist, that person can buy votes and install
people in local government to serve his or her interests. “In these
situations, you need land reform and democratic empowerment,”
he says.

“It’s also possible that decentralizing government functions will
decentralize corruption,” explains IFPRI’s Birner. Poor people may be
no better off under a corrupt local government than under a corrupt
centralized one. Corruption is often more visible, however, at the local
level, she points out. People see, for example, who can suddenly afford
a big house.Therefore, decentralization may increase the possibilities
for fighting corruption.
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Shah says that corruption may increase in the early stages after decentralization, but in the medium
and long terms corruption should decrease. “Citizen awareness may take some time to materialize,” he
says. Fighting corruption at the local level requires not anticorruption campaigns, says Shah, but effective
rule of law, including a well-paid independent judiciary, a professional police force, and political reforms
that give people the right to vote. “This is not an easy agenda,” he says, “but without these basic require-
ments, anything you do to reduce corruption will not really work.”

The design of local government can also influence the level of corruption, says LSE’s Faguet. Any
community has a supply of possible local politicians that consists of both honest, hardworking people and
dishonest, lazy people. “What conditions would attract the honest people and not the dishonest ones to
work in local government?” he asks. “Well, there wouldn’t be huge pots of money available, and there
would be a lot of oversight.”

Improving Local Governance Skills
“Political decentralization improves poor people’s ability to demand services,” says Birner, “but sometimes
you need to improve the government’s ability to meet this demand.” Civil service reform may be one
element in improving local capacity.

Training can also make a real difference in local government effectiveness. From 2002 to 2004 the
Asian Development Bank (ADB) undertook a project to help women in local government do their jobs
and serve their constituents, mainly poor women, more effectively.The project set up forums where
women representatives in local government met with representatives of government line agencies,
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and the private sector, as well as with people in the poor
communities.These forums increased the transparency of local government and led to better delivery of
public services to the poor.

The project also trained women how to understand budgets, keep records, set agendas, manage
projects, run meetings, mediate disputes, and negotiate development programs. It offered gender sensi-
tivity training to men in local government, after which “there was more cooperation from male
representatives,” says Monawar Sultana, social development specialist at ADB.

The Limits and the Promise of Decentralization
Decentralization alone is no guarantee of more effective or responsive government, says IFPRI’s Cohen:
“Unless there is also community participation in making decisions and managing development, decentral-
ization may be no more responsive to community needs and desires than centralized authority.”

Moreover, decentralization is not the answer to every problem. In fact, some issues require attention
at a higher level of government, points out Birner—even issues that affect the lives of poor, rural people.
For instance, agricultural extension and advisory services may be best managed at the local level, but agri-
cultural research aimed at producing improved crops for poor farmers is probably better done at the
level of the agroecosystem in which farmers live. Similarly, irrigation requires management at several
levels. “Local people can manage the irrigation canals serving farmers,” says Birner, “but someone needs to
manage the whole system.”

Still, Birner points out, there is much evidence that improving access to basic services is effective in
reducing poverty. Consequently, as the experiences of Bolivia, China, and other countries have shown,
when decentralization involves poor people in deciding on and managing the services their local govern-
ment will provide, it can give them the power to transform their lives. ■

—Reported by Heidi Fritschel

Can Local Government Work for the Poor? (continued from page 11)
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