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IFPRI’s Research and Capacity-Building Strategy  

in Asia 
 

Overview 

In the global scenario, Asia—comprising East Asia and the Pacific, Central Asia and part of 

Europe, and South Asia—accounts for 59 percent of the population, contributes 15 percent of 

the global gross domestic product (GDP), and is home to more than 68 percent of the poor living 

below US$1.25 a day.1

 

 Asia is not one homogenous region, however, and over time, its levels of 

economic growth, poverty, and hunger have varied significantly by subregion. While East Asia 

(primarily led by China) has been able to achieve substantial progress in terms of both economic 

growth and poverty reduction, poverty is still quite acute in South Asia. Overall, the region was 

on track to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), but the recent food and 

financial crises have slowed down the progress. In fact, poverty and hunger in the region have 

increased since 2008, particularly in South Asia. It is clear that more effects are needed if the 

region still wants to achieve the MDGs. 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 The regional classification of Asia used here adheres to the World Bank’s World Development Indicators database, 
which includes the Pacific and parts of Europe. The poverty data has been taken from Chen and Ravallion (2008), 
where Central Asia has been combined with Eastern Europe. 
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Figure 1—Asia’s percentage of the global population and the global GDP, by region 

 
Sources: World Bank. 2008. World Development Indicators database. Washington, D.C.; Chen and Ravallion 2008;  
Map – Wikipedia. 
 

 

Agriculture is still essential to the region’s development 

The concern in Asia, particularly South Asia, centers on the fact that the region has a relatively 

low income (or GDP) while also facing considerable population pressure and high incidences of 

poverty and malnutrition. Dependence on agriculture as a source of livelihood is also high in the 

region. In India, which has the largest number of poor and malnourished children in the world, 

more than 50 percent of the workforce is engaged in agriculture and many more are dependent 

on the sector.  

 

Because agriculture in most of Asia is dominated by smallholders, ensuring growth with 

inclusiveness is a high priority of policy agenda. Most of the countries in the region are 

characterized by small holdings, with an average holding size as low as 1.06 hectare in India 

(2003) and less than 1 hectare in Bangladesh (0.59), the Philippines (0.76), and China (0.4). But 

IFPRI research shows that small holdings can be as productive if not more productive than large 

holdings at the farm level, if they have access to modern inputs. In India, for example, marginal 

and small farmers (those with less than two hectares of land) account for 88 percent of farmer 

households and 44 percent of operated area, but contribute more than 50 percent of the gross 

value of agricultural output. Thus, growth alone may not be sufficient to alleviate poverty in the 

region quickly unless the overall growth strategy is geared toward agriculture and rural 

Asia 
59% of global population 
15% of global GDP 

South Asia 
23% of global population 
2.4% of global GDP 
42% of poor (living below US$1.25 a day) 
 
 

East Asia and the Pacific 
29.1% of global population 
7.5% of global GDP 
24% of poor (living below US$1.25 a day) 
 
Europe and Central Asia 
7% of global population 
5.2% of global GDP 
1.7% of poor (living below US$1.25 a day) 
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development (as was the case in China between 1978 and 1984). There may be a need for social 

protection and targeted interventions to salvage the poor and vulnerable.  

 

Development of nonfarm rural employment opportunities is also critical to relieve the pressure 

on agricultural resources and find viable income opportunities outside the agricultural sector.  

 

Challenges to ending hunger and malnutrition in Asia 

Poverty. South Asia (including India), which is home to 23 percent of the global population, 

contributes as little as 2.4 percent of the global GDP and accounts for 42.5 percent of the poor 

living on less than US$1.25 a day (see Figures 1 and 2). While it is true that Asia has witnessed 

poverty reduction, their absolute poverty is still high; the maximum burden of this lies in South 

Asia. China and India are the most populous economies, but they also have the largest 

concentration of poor in the world. The reduction of poverty has been more dramatic in China 

as compared to India (see Figure 3). 

 

Tackling the issues of poverty, hunger, and malnutrition in Asia is deemed necessary to 

achieving the desired objectives of the Millennium Development Goals. While a recent study by 

Chen and Ravallion (2008) confirms that Asia as a whole—due, in large part, to China—is on 

track in attaining these goals, South Asia has a long way to go. 

 

Limited smallholder access to markets. Smallholders need to be effectively linked to emerging 

markets, making them partners in the modern agrifood system. Various stakeholders in the 

Asian agrifood system—especially input suppliers, logistics providers, food processors, and 

organized retailers—are scaling up rapidly, while farmers’ holdings are still fragmenting and 

becoming smaller in size.  

 

Climate change. Climate change seems to be happening faster than many imagined. With rising 

temperatures, global models, including those of IFPRI, show that South Asia is likely to suffer 

adversely. In a “business-as-usual” scenario, its basic staples, such as wheat production, may see 

a decrease of more than 40 percent by 2050. This poses a serious challenge to feed the large 

and growing population of South Asia, with regards to both adaptation strategies and 

mitigation.  
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Poor governance. Several countries in Asia realize the need to enhance resources for agriculture 

and nutrition in order to ensure food and nutritional security to its citizens. And many have 

started allocating more resources, but the record in implementing many of these mega-schemes 

is not encouraging. The Governance Index for most of the countries in South Asia is not very 

high, and Transparency International also indicates a similar problem. The problem is known to 

many government leaders and policymakers, so the issue is how to usher in institutional reforms 

to bring about greater transparency and accountability in public expenditures, which will 

empower people to have greater say in the design of policies and decisionmaking. 

 

Gender inequality. Despite considerable poverty reduction over the past decades propelled by 

rapid economic growth in the region, significant gender gaps in health and nutritional and 

educational outcomes remain. Much of this is attributable to poor economic empowerment of 

women in the region. Poverty is intricately linked with poor health, nutrition, and education, and 

strong gender biases tend to aggravate these problems. It has been observed that the health 

and nutritional status of people in developing countries, particularly that of women and 

children, has not improved much over time. Malnutrition is worst in South Asia (see Table 1) 

followed by Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean.  

 

Shrinking land and water resources. There is growing pressure on limited land and water 

resources, which is an acute problem in South and East Asia, in particular. As compared to the 

world figure of 22.3 hectares of arable land per 100 people, the figure for South Asia is just 13.8; 

it is even lower in East Asia and the Pacific at 11.4. At just 1,230 cubic meters, South Asia’s per 

capita renewable internal freshwater resources are much lower than those of East Asia and the 

Pacific (5,022 cubic meters) and the overall global population (6,778 cubic meters) (World Bank 

2008a).2

 

 Feeding a large and growing population under these circumstances will necessitate 

boosting agricultural productivity through technological intervention. The challenge lies in 

managing these limited natural resources by improving the current levels of agricultural 

productivity to ensure food security for the masses.  

 

                                                 
2 Data for arable land (hectare per 100 people) is reported for the period 2003–05 and data for renewable internal freshwater resources 
(per capita cubic meter) is for 2005. 
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Figure 2—Percent distribution of world population GDP, 2006 

 

World population: 6.5 billion    World GDP: US$48.5 trillion 

Source: World Bank. 2008. World Development Indicators database. Washington, D.C. 

 

Figure 3—Global poverty scenario 

  
 Source: World Bank. 2008. World Development Indicators database. Washington, D.C. 
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 Table 1—Malnutrition in South Asia 

 
Source: World Bank. 2008. World Development Indicators database. Washington, D.C. 

 

 

IFPRI Strategy for Asia  

IFPRI’s vision is a world free of hunger and malnutrition, and its mission is to provide policy 

solutions that reduce poverty and end hunger and malnutrition.  

 

In order to achieve this vision, IFPRI’s strategy is to conduct sound research on priority issues in 

collaboration with partners in the region, to build capacity, and to communicate effectively to 

various stakeholders. Accelerating pro-poor growth through agriculture remains a high priority 

for IFPRI. This requires research on public expenditures, agri-technologies—including their 

dissemination and adoption on a sustainable basis—and market connections for smallholders. 

Given that any growth may take time to impact the large mass of poverty, however, direct 

interventions through targeted safety nets are another priority. Issues of conservation 

agriculture, especially water management, in the wake of climate change assume high 

importance. Research on governance, gender, and malnutrition will also have high pay off.   

 

IFPRI’s key stakeholders in the region are policymakers and advisors, the private sector 

(including NGOs), and the media, in addition to the research collaborators that IFPRI works with 

in the countries of the region.  

 

Country Proportion of undernourished 
in the population (%)

Prevalence of 
underweight in 
children under 

5 years (%)

Under 5 mortality rate (%)

1990-92 2002-04 2000-06 1990 2006

Bangladesh 35.0 30.0 39.2 14.9 6.9
India 25.0 20.0 43.5 11.5 7.6
Nepal 20 17.0 38.8 14.2 5.9

Pakistan 24.0 24.0 31.3 13.0 9.7
Sri Lanka 28.0 22.0 22.8 3.2 1.3
South Asia 26 21 41.0 12.3 8.3
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As a trusted global research organization, IFPRI will continue with its strategic research and 

further develop its capacity strengthening and effective policy communication, especially in 

Asia. The new program initiatives have identified the private corporate sector as potential 

partners. This can add a new dimension to IFPRI’s strategic research and create a space for 

better policy communication with the actual players. The thrust should be on greater 

decentralization that will enhance its presence in the region. There is need for greater 

collaborations, partnerships, and networks. Presence of senior research staff from diverse 

academic backgrounds in the field offices has been a strategic decision, and further expansion 

will be instrumental in enhancing IFPRI’s regional presence.  

 

IFPRI’s policy, research, and communications work in Asia must work in tandem with its 

sustained focus on two overarching themes: (1) enhancing education at all levels, which is 

critical to breaking the poverty cycle of rural life, ensuring sustainable agriculture growth, 

strengthening women’s roles, and building human capacity necessary for development; and (2) 

encouraging development of finance and insurance interventions for the poorest to mitigate risk 

and promote growth. Asia has been exploring ways of building innovative insurance markets 

around the risks that directly and indirectly affect its rural poor, and IFPRI’s work should 

complement this effort. 

Research, communications, and capacity-building priorities 

IFPRI’s strategy in Asia includes addressing the following areas of work:  

Promoting pro-poor agricultural productivity growth  

This area seeks to identify and analyze policy agendas related to water, land, and agricultural 

energy policies that have a considerable impact on productivity and food security concerns. The 

research work will also involve analyzing trade policies in the region to address the demand–

supply gaps that exist. The Cereal System Initiative in South Asia (covering Bangladesh, India, 

Nepal, and Pakistan) on rice, wheat, and corn systems is an effort in this direction. 

 

Mainstreaming smallholders in emerging firm–farm linkages 

Asian markets are undergoing a major transformation, moving from staples to high-value 

commodities and toward greater value addition. This has manifold implications on the 
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agricultural sector in terms of employment and income opportunities, particularly for the 

smallholders in the region. While assured markets and remunerative prices are good incentives 

for these farmers, instruments of risk mitigation and transfer of technological “know-how” will 

be critical for sustainable firm–farm linkages. It is important to identify the issues and problems 

that exist, especially for smallholders, as well as the levers of change. In addition, investments in 

infrastructure and communications are needed to reduce spatial disparities and foster rural–

urban linkages. In this direction, IFPRI has been involved with several flagship projects and 

research programs in the region: cases of RBHs funded by the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID); TAPSIM funded by the European Commission; and the 

study of selected supply chains in both Bihar, under the National Agriculture Imagery Program, 

and Indonesia, under the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR). 

These studies particularly look at the smallholders and how they can be mainstreamed through 

a “cluster” approach in the emerging modern value chains. 

 

Developing nonfarm rural employment opportunities  

Nonfarm income from trading services, transportation, handicrafts, remittances, and small-scale 

manufacturing has become increasingly significant and now makes up 51 percent of Asia’s rural 

income. In addition to programs that help strengthen rural–urban linkages, rural services and 

innovative rural financial institutions that embrace remittances have been adopted through 

various projects. Programs in the region related to migration, including India’s National Rural 

Employment Guarantee Scheme, are also being developed. 

 

Identifying potential climate-change effects 

Asia’s robust economic growth is contributing to the depletion of the region’s natural resources, 

accelerating environmental degradation both in urban and rural areas and impacting climate 

change. More information and research are required on to identify potential climate-change 

effects by region and sectors at facing the most risk, and to develop gender-equitable 

agricultural adaptation and mitigation strategies. South Asia is threatened most severely by 

climate change because the region is becoming increasingly more vulnerable to droughts and 

floods. Drought and floods severely tax poor communities in South Asia, leading to loss of crop 

productivity and livelihoods, land degradation, poor human health, and low incomes. Projects 

and programs have been initiated on adaptation, mitigation, and technology advancement.  
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Improving governance in support of agricultural and rural development  

IFPRI provides policy-relevant knowledge on strategies to improve governance in support of 

agricultural and rural development. Over time, the role of good governance in ensuring 

transparency and better accountability has gained importance. South Asian countries have been 

engaged in a range of promising government interventions—including decentralization and 

devolution, women’s empowerment self-help groups, participatory planning, improved rights to 

information, and public-sector management reform. The results, however, have been mixed. 

Policy reform has often been stalled by vested interest and rural services, by infrastructure and 

poverty-reduction projects. Strategies for development focusing on pro-poor growth, the role of 

agriculture, the transformation of smallholder farming, enhanced urban–rural linkages, and 

nonfarm rural employment have been taken up under this theme. 

 

Addressing the nexus between gender and malnutrition  

It is critical to identify policies and interventions that have led to sustainable reductions in 

poverty and hunger. The Millennium Development Goal of cutting hunger in half by 2015 cannot 

be achieved through “business-as-usual” practices. The nexus between poor nutritional levels 

and gender discrimination or deprivation is well understood and prevalent in South Asia, in 

particular. Program and policy research can be instrumental in determining what to do to 

sustainably reduce undernutrition.  

 

Partnerships 

IFPRI’s strategy is in line with the strategies of other major stakeholders who have been working 

on issues related to hunger, poverty, and malnutrition in the region. It is important for IFPRI to 

track the strategic direction that other major players, such as the Asian Development Bank 

(ADB), the Asia Pacific Association of Agricultural Research Institutions (APAARI), the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation, the Department for International Development, and USAID, are 

taking with a view to creating synergies and getting the most out of every effort. IFPRI is very 

much in touch with these stakeholders and works together with them. Strategies align, for 

example, with the charter of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation, which 

defines nine key priorities that include agriculture and rural development and issues related to 

health, women, and children. APAARI focuses on sustainable improvements in the productivity 

of agricultural systems and the quality of the natural resource base. The Asian Development 
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Bank’s strategy for 2008 to 2020 focuses on poverty reduction, income disparities, and 

environmental issues, among other areas. Agriculture is gaining importance in their strategy as 

well, triggered by concerns related to the 2008 food price crisis. USAID is emphasizing economic 

growth, poverty alleviation, education, health, disaster preparedness, and democracy as ways to 

create a more secure and prosperous region. The World Bank is focusing on accelerating and 

sustaining growth, making development inclusive, strengthening human development, and 

improving governance, while the Indian Council for Agricultural Research will work toward 

reducing the vulnerability of the rural poor and accelerating inclusive agricultural growth. 

 

Institutional response 

What IFPRI’s Asia strategy needs from the Institute is continued support toward a decentralized 

mode of functioning. So far, the Asia strategy has brought rich dividends by bringing IFPRI work 

at the highest level of decisionmaking in countries where problems are the largest and most 

acute. It needs to build on this initial gain and expand its operations if the challenges of poverty 

alleviation and food and nutritional security are to be tackled in any sustained manner.  To 

achieve this goal, talent within the region should be tapped to the extent possible, and IFPRI’s 

senior staff should spend more time in the region.  
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