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In the mid-1990s a broad coalition
of religious activists, ordinary

citizens, and high-profile cultural
figures undertook an unprecedented
global campaign called Jubilee 2000
to convince the rich countries and the
multilateral lending institutions to
cancel the debt of the poorest devel-

oping countries by the year 2000. The
idea of a jubilee year, during which all
debt is forgiven, derives from Judeo-
Christian tradition—not normally the
source finance ministers and bank
officials look to when setting lending
policies. Nonetheless, several years of
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On a continent where good
economic news seems all too

rare, IFPRI researchers recently
unearthed some remarkably positive
economic trends.

Mozambique is still one of the
world’s poorest countries.
Nevertheless, that country cut its
poverty rate dramatically between
1997 and 2003, according to research
conducted by IFPRI and collaborators
in the Mozambique Ministry of Planning
and Finance (MPF).The proportion of
Mozambicans living below the poverty
line dropped from 69 to 54 percent
during that period.The country
therefore appears to have surpassed
the goal set by the government in its
Action Plan to Reduce Absolute
Poverty, namely, reducing the poverty
rate to 60 percent by 2005.

Since the economic trends in Sub-
Saharan Africa so often head in the
wrong direction, what has Mozambique
been doing right?

“Some of it is the country bouncing
back from the war, which ended in
1992,” says Kenneth Simler, project
leader for IFPRI. “But our study shows
there’s more to it than that.” Not only
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IFPRI News

Giving Indian Agriculture a Jump
Start

India has been home to striking agricultural success in the past, but its agriculture sector is facing new
challenges.The country’s farmers must feed an enormous and growing population with few possibili-

ties for increasing the amount of land under cultivation and under conditions of water scarcity. At a
workshop entitled “Re-energizing Agriculture in India,” experts from government, farmers’ organizations,
the private sector, and the research community gathered to discuss the future agenda for agriculture in
India.The workshop, held on December 17, 2004, in New Delhi, was jointly sponsored by the Rajiv
Gandhi Institute for Contemporary Studies, the World Bank, and IFPRI.

Discussions centered on four overarching topics: reviewing the reforms so far and setting the reform
agenda for Indian agriculture, rationalizing government expenditures with respect to agricultural investments
and subsidies, meeting agricultural technology needs, and identifying the next steps in re-energizing agriculture
in India.

Inaugurating the workshop, Montek Singh Ahluwalia, the deputy chairman of the Planning Commission,
remarked that the growth rate in Indian agriculture must be raised to about 4 percent, if overall GDP is to
grow at 7-8 percent per year.This is a significant challenge as agricultural growth appears to be decelerating
and would require a major boost in public investments in areas ranging from irrigation to rural roads, and
would necessitate improvement in the incentives for the private sector to invest in the sector in a major way.
He appreciated the work that IFPRI had done in this regard and suggested that the workshop should come
up with an operational agenda for policy reforms to take Indian agriculture to new heights.

Isher Judge Ahluwalia chaired the valedictory session given by M.V. Rajashekharan, minister of state for
planning, who urged that WTO-related trade issues should be made a high policy priority and taught in
schools to raise awareness of this important topic in a globalizing society.

Shenggen Fan and Ashok Gulati from IFPRI presented a paper on investment and subsidy issues.They
suggested that institutional reforms are critical to containing subsidies and raising investments in such a way
that high returns accrue to every million rupees spent on agriculture. ■

Remembering Dr. Sen

The death of Samar Ranjan Sen in July 2004 was a great loss to the field of agricultural
economics, and to the larger development community. One of India’s foremost agricultural

economists and the second chairman of IFPRI’s governing body, Dr. Sen is fondly remembered
for his work and vision that continue to inspire us. 

Born in India in 1916, Dr. Sen earned his PhD in economic theory in 1946 from the London
School of Economics, where he was named an Honorary Fellow. In 1948, he joined the Indian
Ministry of Agriculture and later served in the Indian Planning Commission as adviser. In the
1950s, he advocated in favor of support prices for foodgrains to encourage food production and
equitable food distribution. One of his most enduring contributions of those years was the estab-
lishment of several agricultural research centers around the country. In 1978, he was appointed
India’s executive director to the Board of The World Bank. During his tenure in Washington,
D.C., he also served on the IFPRI Board for eight years (1979–1986), seven of which he served in
the capacity of Board chair.

To those fortunate enough to have met or worked with him, he will be remembered as a prin-
cipled, generous, and affectionate man. To those who weren’t as lucky, his work will continue to
resonate for years to come. ■



Greater Horn Looks to Build on the Continent’s
Agricultural Successes

Despite a lackluster performance in
overall agricultural development in

recent decades, Africa has been home to
some striking agricultural successes. Uganda,
for instance, averted a major food crisis
thanks to its cassava breeding programs,
Kenya is the most important supplier of
vegetables to the European Union, and Mali
is one of the world’s largest suppliers of
cotton. Such successes are crucial because
they point to a way out of poverty and
hunger for the 70 percent of Africans who
rely on agriculture for their livelihoods.

From November 22 to 25, more than
70 researchers, policymakers, and farmers—
many from the Greater Horn (comprising
Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia,
Sudan,Tanzania, and Uganda)—convened in
Nairobi to learn from these success stories.
A careful look at the ingredients of past
agricultural successes can help “identify key
processes and technologies that countries
can replicate and expand broadly for accel-
erating agricultural growth in the Greater
Horn,” explained Benson Mochoge, director

of the Agriculture and Environment Division
of the Intergovernmental Authority on
Development (IGAD), an organization
fostering cooperation on development in
the region.To this end, conference partici-
pants learned about the promising results
generated by cassava research programs in
East Africa, dairying in Ethiopia, and
community empowerment in Somalia,
among others.

The conference is the first of a series of
regional consultations initiated after the
December 2003 conference “Successes in
African Agriculture: Building for the Future,”
held in Pretoria. “Countries along common
agroecological zones offer significant oppor-
tunities for sharing the costs of research and
development as well as expanding the
benefits,” said Steve Haggblade, leader of
the IFPRI research project that instigated
the review of the successes.

Because a thriving agriculture sector
benefits both rural and urban people,
successes in this area can have economy-
wide benefits. “Significant reductions in

poverty will depend on the collective ability
of African farmers, governments, and agri-
cultural specialists to stimulate and sustain
broad-based agricultural growth,” said
Richard Mkandawire, agricultural adviser to
the New Partnership for Africa’s
Development (NEPAD), which co-
organized the conference along with IGAD,
IFPRI, the Kenya Ministry of Agriculture, the
International Water Management Institute,
the International Fund for Agricultural
Development, the Technical Centre for
Agricultural and Rural Cooperation, and
Capacity Building International, Germany
(InWEnt).

In conference working groups, the
participants identified promising opportuni-
ties and devised priority action plans for
accelerating agricultural growth in the
region, in areas such as regional trade,
production and marketing of specific
commodities, public-private partnerships,
and community organizing. ■
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has military spending fallen dramatically, but
the country opened its economy to trade
and tourism as well as mining and other
major investments. For the longer term, the
government is investing heavily in
education, health, and infrastructure.

Before this study, donors and develop-
ment experts argued about whether
poverty was rising or falling—partly
because of differences in the trends
between provinces.The study, however, is
now widely cited and appears to have
shifted the debate from whether poverty
is dropping, to how best to increase
momentum toward continued poverty

reduction. Earlier work by IFPRI, MPF, and
Eduardo Mondlane University (UEM) is
credited with contributing to the priorities
laid out in the country’s Poverty Reduction
Strategy.

The poverty study did double duty as a
capacity strengthening tool. Simler and
collaborator Channing Arndt (associate
professor of agricultural economics at
Purdue University and an IFPRI visiting
research fellow), were based at the MPF
for extended periods to train young
Mozambican economists in poverty analysis.

In Mozambique, says Simler, “There is a
very thin layer of people with university

education. And they’re very good. But
there simply aren’t enough of them.We’re
trying to develop a pipeline of bright
people trained in policy analysis, to
increase the number of informed
producers and consumers of empirical
policy research in Mozambique.”Three of
the Mozambican counterparts recently
completed honors theses at UEM that
explored various dimensions of poverty;
they will be starting M.Sc. studies in 2005.
Meanwhile, one of the first trainees from
the IFPRI/MPF collaboration returns to
MPF in 2005 after completing a master’s
degree in South Africa. ■

More IFPRI News



“The message for

Africans is that

the solutions to

our problems lie

within us. The

work we have

been doing with

the Green Belt

Movement is a

local response to

a local problem.

If we believe 

that a clean 

and healthy 

environment is a

right, we cannot

gain this right

unless we have a

democratic

government that

respects and

acknowledges it,

along with other

rights.” 

Professor Wangari Maathai received the Nobel Peace Prize in
December 2004, for, as the Nobel Committee put it,“her
contribution to sustainable development, democracy and
peace.” University professor, grassroots organizer, and
assistant minister for environment, natural resources and
wildlife of Kenya, Maathai is the first African woman to
receive the Prize. Nearly thirty years ago, Maathai started
encouraging women to plant trees. By now her Green Belt
Movement has planted tens of millions of trees in Kenya, and
inspired similar initiatives throughout East and Southern
Africa. On the eve of her departure for Oslo to receive the
Nobel Peace Prize, Maathai responded to IFPRI Forum’s
questions regarding the Prize and her work.

FORUM: What does winning the Nobel Peace Prize mean to you personally?

Maathai: At first, I was overwhelmed. I was also surprised because I had no idea that anyone
was listening. I believe the Nobel committee was sending a message that protecting and restoring
the environment contributes to peace; it is peace work. That was gratifying. I always felt that our
work was not simply about planting trees. It was about inspiring people to take charge of their
environment, the system that governed them, their lives, and their future. Although I have been
given this great honor, the honor is not just for me. It is also for the thousands of women who
planted 30 million trees throughout Kenya as part of the Green Belt Movement. It is also for
those who worked to bring back democracy to Kenya through peaceful means, which we did in
2002. With the Prize I realized that the world was listening. After I planted a tree to celebrate, I
called on all those who care for the environment around the world to plant a tree, too. I hope
millions are planted.

FORUM: What do you think winning the prize could do for Africa’s environment?

Maathai: The prize has given Kenyans a lot of energy. Kenya and Africa have many challenges,
but this prize is a signal that there is hope. For Kenyans, being recognized like this means we
have been given a special challenge. I hope the Prize will inspire us as a government and as a
people to set a good example for Africa and the rest of the world, to show them that no matter
what problems we face we can still protect the environment and think of future generations. The
message for Africans is that the solutions to our problems lie within us. The work we have been
doing with the Green Belt Movement is a local response to a local problem. If we believe that a
clean and healthy environment is a right, we cannot gain this right unless we have a democratic
government that respects and acknowledges it, along with other rights. If citizens do not
acknowledge these rights or their responsibilities, we will not have a healthy environment.
Without that, livelihoods cannot be supported, so you will not have a democratic system.
Instead, people will compete over resources.

Wangari Maathai

Interview
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FORUM: How did you and your movement
make the transition from planting trees to
planting democracy? How did you end up
working mostly with women? 

Maathai: In the mid-1970s, rural women I met
through the National Council of Women of
Kenya, in which I was an officer, related their
needs to me. They said they did not have
enough wood for energy or good sources of
clean drinking water or enough to eat, espe-
cially nutritious foods. I saw that the common
thread in all of this was that the environment
around them was in decline. Trees were a good
solution. Trees could meet women’s immediate
needs and also help restore degraded ecosys-
tems. I began to work with the women to
grow tree seedlings and plant them on private
land. Women were compensated for their
seedlings so they got a small income. 

Over the years, we realized that communi-
ties also needed to be aware of the
connections between the problems they were
experiencing (the symptoms) and environ-
mental degradation and poor governance, as
well as the power they had to change the
situation. This was through our civic and
environmental education program. Through
this training, people (both women and men)
began to see that if you have a dictatorial,
irresponsible government, that government
can privatize your forests, privatize your open
green spaces, destroy your environment,
misappropriate tax money, and ignore its
responsibilities to the people. Eventually, it
was through these seminars that a pro-
democracy movement was created within the
Green Belt Movement that joined with the
larger pro-democracy movement in Kenya.

FORUM: To what extent have Green Belt
Movement women been empowered to make
their own decisions? 

Maathai: Through this very hands-on method
of growing and planting trees, women have
seen that they have real choices about whether

they are going to sustain and restore the envi-
ronment or destroy it. In the process of
education that takes place when someone
joins the Green Belt Movement, women have
become aware that planting trees or fighting
to save forests from being chopped down is
part of a larger mission to create a society that
respects democracy, decency, adherence to the
rule of law, human rights, and the rights of
women. Women also take on leadership roles,
running nurseries, working with foresters, and
planning and implementing community-based
projects for water harvesting and food
security. All of these experiences contribute to
their developing more confidence in them-
selves and more power over the direction of
their lives. 

FORUM: If you could tell the West what to do
to help Africa become more economically and
environmentally healthy, what would you say?

Maathai: For people to thrive, the environ-
ment that sustains them must thrive.
Governments need to be at the forefront of
environmental protection. Without specific
laws that protect the environment it is difficult
to see how any delicate ecosystem can survive
over the short term, let alone the long term.
We cannot alleviate poverty unless we find a
way to use our natural resources sustainably.
When people are poor they will not think
about the long-term consequences of their
actions on a forest, a stream, a field or a
species. Once that resource is degraded or
lost, the poor will get that much poorer.
Unless there is political will and public accept-
ance of environmental protection around the
world—because environmental management
and protection is a global concern and respon-
sibility—then the enormous benefits the
environment bestows on us may be lost, and
future generations will pay the price. ■

“Unless there is

political will

and public

acceptance of

environmental

protection

around the

world—because

environmental

management

and protection

is a global

concern and

responsibility—

then the

enormous

benefits the

environment

bestows on us

may be lost, 

and future

generations will

pay the price.”
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IFPRI Hosts Meeting on African
Agriculture Report 

In June 2004 the InterAcademy Council (IAC) published a report on “Realizing the Promise and Potential
of African Agriculture.” Produced at the request of Kofi Annan, the report describes the role of science

and technology in improving food security and agricultural productivity in Africa (see the July 2004 IFPRI
Forum for more details).This past December, IFPRI and the U.S. National Academy of Sciences (NAS) held
a seminar on the report. Speakers included Bruce Alberts, president of NAS and co-chair of the
InterAcademy Council; Rudy Rabbinge, co-chair of the IAC study panel and dean of Graduate Schools at
the Wageningen University and Research Centre; Kevin Cleaver, director of the Agriculture and Rural
Development Department at the World Bank; and Mortimer Neufville, Board chair of the International
Institute of Tropical Agriculture. Participants noted, among other things, that institutions agreed on strategy
at the international level, but not on the country level; that action on the ground was still weak; that donors
needed to coordinate their efforts more effectively; and that both governments and donors should adopt
the report, appoint a council, and monitor achievements.The report is available at 
www.interacademycouncil.net/africareport. ■
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More IFPRI News

“Women continue to face discrimination on a number of
fronts—from the workplace to laws governing land ownership
and inheritance.AIDS puts them at an even greater risk…. In
Sub-Saharan Africa, where more than three-quarters of all
HIV-positive women live, almost 57 percent of adults living
with HIV are women.”

—Kofi Annan, Secretary-General of the United Nations, Press Release,“Secretary-General Hails
Women as Most Courageous, Creative Champions in Fight Against HIV/AIDS in World AIDS Day
Message.” December 1, 2004. www.unaids.org

“The purpose of Asia-Africa cooperation is to share and make
use of the Asian experiences for African development….Africa
is a vital member of the international community.There is no
stability and prosperity in the world unless the issues of Africa
are resolved.African participation is crucial for meeting the chal-
lenges faced by the international community….”

—Junichiro Koizumi, Prime Minister of Japan, Opening Remarks at the Tokyo International
Conference on African Development (TICAD) Asia-Africa Trade and Investment Conference held
November 1 and 2, 2004. www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/koizumispeech/2004/11/01ticad_e.html

“[In] all the evolution of development thinking
... not so much has been done with direct
reference to agriculture. [This] is surprising in
the sense that ... poverty is in the proportion of
75 percent a rural problem. So if we are
serious about poverty reduction, then, of course,
we should focus much more on agriculture.”

—Francois Bourguignon, chief economist,World Bank,“Development,
Agriculture and Poverty Reduction:Achievements and Challenges,”
remarks made October 27, 2004, at the Annual General Meeting of the
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR),
Mexico City.Transcript courtesy of the CGIAR Secretariat.

“To what extent does the media feel that its
role is to move beyond disaster reporting to
examining the deeper challenges behind the
bad news and the possible solutions? What
about reporting the good news—things that are
working in Africa—instead of just seeing it as
the continent where things go wrong.”

—Hilary Benn, United Kingdom Secretary of State for International
Development, at the BBC-World Service Trust/Department for
International Development conference, 24 November 2004.
www.dfid.gov.uk/news/files/speeches/bennmedia24nov04.asp

We welcome submissions for this occasional feature. Please send them to Nick Roth (n.roth@cgiar.org).

What Others Are Saying ...



The persistence of hunger remains the most pressing, yet most
neglected, food-related ethical issue. In the past two decades,

some ethical issues have come to the forefront of public discourse
on food and agriculture—witness consumer concerns regarding the
potential negative side effects of the production and trade of geneti-
cally modified food. But in the debate about how to eradicate
hunger, ethical concerns have been largely ignored.The neglect of
human motivations such as “goodwill,” “duty,”“altruism,” and “loyalty,”
and inattention to important institutions such as community groups,
cooperatives, and religious institutions in influencing behavior, have
relegated ethics to the sidelines and limited the effectiveness of
economic and technology policies in the battle against hunger and
malnutrition.Without a focus on ethics, we lose an important means
of applying pressure for change and narrow our understanding of
why we struggle to end hunger. In the context of an emerging
consensus on global ethics, focused on human dignity, rights, and
equity, the specific issue of ending hunger needs to be emphasized.

How can we bring ethics to the fore in the fight against hunger?
Increasingly, the food system is understood as being closely linked to
the health system. Accordingly, the ethics of the medical profession
may suggest some practical approaches to a new, health-based
ethics of food. Unlike the food and agricultural sector, the medical
field has enjoyed a dynamic tradition of ethical dialogue since the
days of Hippocrates and has created institutional mechanisms to
deal with ethical issues. Can we institutionalize ethics in the global
food and agricultural system in a way that is partly based on the
models of the medical profession? To do so would entail a set of
new actions such as the following four:

1. Establish a code of ethics for the food industry and civil
society organizations.
Instituting a code of ethics in food and agriculture would not be as
straightforward a matter as it appears to be in the medical field.The
stakeholders in food and agriculture do not have personalized rela-
tionships such as those that doctors have with patients.
Nevertheless, increased consumer consciousness and activism with
regard to ethics have led the private sector to greater recognition of
its ethical responsibilities, as illustrated by the promising movement
toward corporate social responsibility.

2. Establish food ethics commissions.
The diversity of positions that emerge when it comes to determining
what is ethical points to the importance of having an ethics-based
discourse. National food ethics commissions, appointed by legitimate
bodies and representing all actors, might be a first step in promoting
ethics-focused decisions related to food.These commissions could
provide an arena for transparent discourse on what food-related

ethical behavior is most appropriate in the context of a nation’s
culture, and could help balance benefit and risk considerations.

3. Create incentives for behavioral change.
In some cases, recognized ethical principles are violated because
there are economic incentives to do so. Ill-designed agricultural
subsidies are one example. In these cases, action should be taken to
remove incentives that result in adverse economic and social effects.
On the consumer side, lack of information about food production
processes or misleading advertising can lead to unhealthy dietary
habits. A better understanding of food production can lead to more
informed consumer decisionmaking. Incentives can also be given to
consumers in the form of direct subsidies for the purchase of
healthy foods. Ethical considerations can be used as part of a
marketing and business strategy. Some consumers are willing to pay
a higher price for a product that does not violate their ethical princi-
ples.The successes of “eco-labeling” and “fair trade” initiatives in
recent years provide examples of such consumer choices.

4. Institutionalize a rights-based approach to food security.
Rights-based approaches, especially the right to adequate food, have
gained increased support in recent years.The wide acceptance of a
related voluntary set of guidelines to the right to food in 2004
(www.fao.org/docrep/meeting/008/J3345e/j3345e01.htm) reflects
that ethical development. Governments must be open to concerns
about a food system that ensures food security.The different stake-
holders within the food system—consumers, producers, the media,
governments, international organizations, and civil society more
broadly—must recognize their respective responsibilities in creating
an ethical environment focused on ending hunger.

A more ethical approach to food and agriculture does not
guarantee that hunger will be reduced faster, but it might help.
Pursued in isolation, an emphasis on ethics may even lead to
excessive regulation, which has pitfalls of its own.The hope, however,
is that promoting ethics will lead to greater political empowerment
and political will related to the need to end hunger. If this happens,
an investment in ethics-promoting institutional mechanisms may
actually be repaid—economically, morally, and in terms of human
security—many times over. ■

Joachim von Braun is the director general of IFPRI. The
above commentary is based on a contribution of the author
to an international workshop on “Ethics, Globalization and
Hunger” held at Cornell University, November 17–19, 2004,
and organized by Professor Per Pinstrup-Andersen of Cornell
University.

Commentary
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Globalization and Global
Governance 

As globalization proceeds apace, the world community confronts unprecedented challenges that cross 
national borders—examples include climate change, debt relief, HIV/AIDS, and trade, as well as

hunger and poverty. Addressing globalization and other global issues effectively will require international
organizations and national governments to contribute to “global governance.”Taking stock of the new chal-
lenges related to global food issues is part of the mandate of the recently formed IFPRI Governance
Taskforce, jointly headed by Raymond Hopkins of Swarthmore College and Regina Birner, leader of IFPRI’s
governance program.

In November the Governance Taskforce and Swarthmore College hosted a seminar called “Global
Governance Processes to Address Hunger and Environmental Problems.” Fifteen students from
Swarthmore’s Political Science Department and about 20 IFPRI staff convened for a day of presentations
and discussions led by high-level speakers, including Ambassador Allen Johnson, the U.S.Trade
Representative’s chief agriculture negotiator; Jack Okey of the National Intelligence Council; Cheryl
Christensen of the U.S. Department of Agriculture; Jack Riggs of the Aspen Institute; and Thomas Callaghy
of the University of Pennsylvania.

Discussions highlighted a number of issues related to global governance: the tension between
economic and political economy paradigms, the impact of scientific controversy on policymaking, and the
discrepancy between short-term political agendas and long-term consequences of policies. As Jack Riggs
stated, “Administrations tolerate unacceptable budget deficits [in the short term] while refusing environ-
mental policies that are beneficial in the long term.”

Getting long-term global governance concerns on the global political agenda will be no easy task,
participants noted. “Why has the HIV/AIDS issue managed to get donors’ attention when 42 million
people are infected, while 800 million people are malnourished in the world?” asked Jack Okey.Thomas
Callaghy provided a partial answer by describing how development strategies are influenced by civil
society actors such as nongovernmental organizations, which have dramatically and unexpectedly changed
the balance of influence in the international arena.

The mobilization of political support for food security in the 1970s followed a path similar to the
more recent expansion of worldwide efforts on biodiversity, banning land mines, debt forgiveness, and
reducing HIV/AIDS. Sustaining global efforts in these areas, as well as efforts to reduce hunger and
poverty, is an ongoing challenge of global governance, which requires the cooperation of state organiza-
tions, the private sector, and civil society. ■

More IFPRI News

The Asian Tsunami 

The aftermath of the Indian Ocean tsunami has posed challenges of unprecedented
magnitude for the international development community to provide relief and rehabilitation

to some of the world’s poorest people affected by this natural disaster. IFPRI endeavors to assist
in the efforts of the region to rebuild and cope, and has compiled a disaster relief page
(www.ifpri.org/themes/disasterrelief.htm) with research-based information on floods,
rehabilitation, and reconstruction resources. ■



vigorous campaigning seemed to bear fruit.
Officials in Europe, Japan, and the United
States acknowledged that debt was placing
a heavy and growing burden on the
poorest countries, and many of these
wealthy creditor countries agreed to cancel
large portions of bilateral debt—that is, the
debt owed to them as individual countries.
In addition, the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and World Bank adopted a
program designed to cancel portions of
poor countries’ multilateral debt and to
bring their overall debt payments to a
manageable level.

Problem solved? Hardly.
Today, developing countries still owe stag-

geringly high amounts of money to rich
countries, and instead of gradually pulling
themselves out of debt, many of these
countries are falling further behind.The
external debt of developing countries rose
from US$1.4 trillion in 1990 to US$2.3
trillion in 2002. In the world’s least-
developed countries, the amount of external
debt rose from US$137.3 billion in 2001 to
US$144.9 billion in 2002. In 2002 those
countries paid US$5.1 billion in interest on
that debt, nearly one-third of the US$17.5
billion they received as official development
assistance. Moreover, countries often
undertake more borrowing in order to
service existing debts, and in some cases the
net flow of financial resources goes from
poor countries to rich countries, instead of
vice versa. For every dollar that Sub-Saharan
African countries collectively receive in aid,
they pay US$1.30 in debt service.

At a United Nations conference on
hunger in Africa in July 2004, Jeffrey Sachs, a
special adviser to UN Secretary General
Kofi Annan, said, “The time has come to
end this charade.The debts are unafford-
able. No civilized country should try to
collect the debts of people who are dying
of hunger and disease and poverty.”

Like Sachs, many advocacy groups and
development experts are arguing that debt

is hindering economic growth and exacer-
bating poverty in dozens of poor countries.
With governments forced to pay 20
percent or more of their revenue to
service their debts, they have little leeway
for increasing spending on, for instance,
education, health, and infrastructure. “A
heavy public debt burden squeezes public
fiscal space,” says Sartaj Aziz, former finance
minister of Pakistan. “Public spending gets
cut, which leads to loss of public jobs,
reductions in social services, and declines in
subsidies for food and energy.”

Without drastic increases in social
spending, poor countries have little hope of
stimulating economic growth, fighting
poverty, or improving the well-being of
their citizens. In 2000 the international
community committed itself to eight
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs),
including halving the rates of poverty and
hunger by 2015, but developing-country
debt is acknowledged to be a sizable
obstacle to meeting them. Sentiment is
rising that piecemeal efforts to solve the
debt problem simply will not work.

Falling into the Debt Trap
Each country’s story is somewhat different,
but the broad outlines of the current debt
crisis are similar for many poor countries.
Much of the debt owed by developing
countries dates to the 1970s, when
commercial banks, awash in money
deposited by oil producers, lent freely.
Some of the loans to developing countries
were used for domestic development
projects that did little to meet countries’
actual needs, or they ended up lining the
pockets of domestic elites and dictators. At
the same time, interest rates rose, and
prices began to fall for the agricultural and
mineral exports with which developing
countries earned the foreign exchange to
repay their debts.When developing
countries began to have trouble repaying
the interest, much less the principal, on
their debts, the IMF and World Bank
stepped in to reschedule or refinance the
loans.They gave countries more time to
repay or more loans with which to pay off
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the original loans. IMF and World Bank involvement came with strict conditions concerning the policies
debtor countries had to follow to achieve macroeconomic stability, but in the end countries’ ability to
stimulate economic growth or increase exports showed no significant improvement. In the meantime
the debt continued to mount.

A Helping Hand . . .
In 1996 the IMF and World Bank began the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) Initiative, which
offered 38 low-income countries, mostly in Sub-Saharan Africa, an opportunity for debt relief. In 1999,
partly in response to pressure from debt relief advocacy groups like Jubilee 2000, the HIPC initiative was
enhanced to provide deeper and faster debt relief to more countries.

Under the HIPC initiative a heavily indebted
poor country is deemed eligible for the
program’s debt relief if it shows a good track
record of economic stabilization, public sector
reform, and public spending on health, education,
and pro-poor growth.When a country meets
these requirements, it reaches what is known as
the “decision point” and is granted interim debt
relief.

The point of HIPC is not only to reduce a
country’s debt burden, but also to ensure that
the money that would have been used for debt
service is directed to anti-poverty policies and
programs instead. After the decision point,
therefore, a HIPC country must continue to
demonstrate sound economic management,
promise to implement key reforms, and adopt
and implement a poverty reduction strategy
paper (PRSP) for one year.The PRSP, which spells
out a set of policies for reducing poverty, is
developed through consultations among the IMF
and World Bank, the country’s government, and
community groups in the country.When a

country satisfies this second set of requirements, it reaches the “completion point,” and the debt relief
becomes irrevocable.

According to the World Bank, 27 countries have qualified for debt relief of more than US$54 billion, to
be given over time, under HIPC.Thirteen countries have passed the decision point, and 14 have passed the
completion point. And indeed, debt relief has freed up substantial resources for these countries. In Burkina
Faso annual debt service fell from US$60 million in 1998 to US$24 million in 2002; in Madagascar, from
US$166 million to US$68 million; and in Mauritania, from US$88 million to US$53 million.

Critics of the very idea of debt relief often fear that freed-up resources will be redirected to military
spending or other unproductive sectors, but in fact the HIPC countries have increased their spending on
social programs and poverty reduction. In 1998 Cameroon spent nearly twice as much on debt service
(US$401 million) as it did on education (US$218 million), but by 2002 education spending (US$312
million) had surpassed debt service (US$267 million), and health spending had more than doubled. In
the 23 African countries that are getting debt relief under HIPC, education spending has risen by as
much as 55 percent and health spending is not far behind.The World Bank reports that Ghana, for
example, used freed-up funds to construct 509 new classroom blocks for basic education, helped

Is There a Way Out of the Debt Trap? (continued from page 9)

© 2004 Liba Taylor/Panos Pictures



provide microcredit to 43,000 farmers, and funded hundreds of
sanitation and water projects. Senegal developed community-based
health care services.

. . . But It’s Not Enough
Debt relief activists are far from satisfied, however, for several
reasons. First, HIPC has offered only partial debt relief. It reduces a
country’s debt to a level deemed sustainable by the IMF and World
Bank—that is, total debt of not more than 150 percent of the
value of exports—but it does not ensure that debt will remain
sustainable. “Sustainability depends on the country’s economic
performance,” says Susanna Mitchell, a research associate at the
New Economic Foundation, a nongovernmental organization
(NGO) in the United Kingdom. “The World Bank’s assumptions
about this have been wildly optimistic.” So, if a country’s export
revenues fall, it is soon back in a position of unsustainability. Uganda,
for instance, was the first country to pass the completion point, but
its ratio of debt to exports continued to rise even after it received
final debt relief, mainly because world prices for coffee, an
important Ugandan export, plummeted when Viet Nam substan-
tially increased its coffee output.

Second, the HIPC process is slow—intentionally so, to allow
countries to make and sustain the required policy reforms.
According to the World Bank, preparing PRSPs can take a long
time, and getting reforms right is more important than rushing to
permanent debt relief. But critics argue that this lengthy process
just delays or prevents desperately poor countries from gaining all
the benefits of debt relief. “From decision point to completion
point takes about two years, and during that time the debt is not
canceled,” says Mitchell. “Even in the best possible scenario, it takes
a long time, and if anything goes wrong, it takes still longer.”

Third, some countries claim that the conditions imposed as part
of the HIPC process are onerous, even counterproductive. Jack
Jones Zulu, a policy analyst with Jubilee-Zambia, argues that for
Zambia to move toward the HIPC completion point and get irrev-
ocable debt relief, it has been required to establish user fees for
hospitals and schools and to privatize the national bank, telephone
company, and electricity company and says that these moves have
resulted in the loss of thousands of jobs. “Zambians are not against
privatization and user fees,” says Zulu. “These policies are fine if the
population is economically empowered. But people have no money.
These policies are not in touch with the reality on the ground.”

Fourth, other poor countries face enormous debt burdens but
do not meet the criteria for participation in HIPC and so are not
being considered for debt relief. Ecuador and Peru, for instance,
face serious debt troubles but are not participants in HIPC.

People hold unrealistic expectations for what HIPC can do, says
Martin Gilman, head of the HIPC unit of the IMF. “People see it as a

magic solution to the problems of poor countries, but it was never
intended to be that. It lays the basis for reducing the debt
overhang, if good policies are followed and the international envi-
ronment is relatively benign. And it’s providing a lot of debt relief to
27 poor countries.”

The root of the problem, say some critics, is that the HIPC
initiative was designed by and for the real creditors—the rich
country members of the IMF and World Bank. “They developed
rules and formulae to determine the amount of debt relief based
in part on their own willingness to pay, rather than on poor
countries’ long-term needs for health, education, roads, training, and
institution building,” says Nancy Birdsall, president of the Center for
Global Development.

New Ways to Spring the Debt Trap
There is no shortage of proposed solutions.The IMF and the
World Bank themselves have recognized the potential for a debt
crisis to arise all over again and are working to develop a long-term
debt sustainability framework to help prevent this.The framework
would encourage countries to set aside money to help protect
them from economic shocks over which they have no control and
would offer countries at risk of debt problems new funding in the
form of grants or highly concessional loans. “It tries to recognize in
advance which countries have a high risk of debt distress and then
tries to tailor the terms of the new resources in a way that will
ensure that that risk of debt distress is kept within reasonable
bounds,” said Vikram Nehru, director of the World Bank’s newly
created Debt Department, in a May 2004 online forum. “We don’t
want to have yet another HIPC initiative where countries get into
debt distress and their debts have to be reduced at very high cost.”

Alternatively, Nancy Birdsall and her colleague John Williamson,
coauthors of the book Delivering on Debt Relief, have proposed a
debt insurance scheme, under which countries that are committed
to sound economic and human development policies would be
protected for as long as 10 years against unsustainable debt that
might arise because of weather and price fluctuations.

The NGO Jubilee Research, a successor organization to the
original Jubilee 2000 organization, has proposed a Jubilee
Framework, under which debt relief would be determined case-by-
case in an insolvency court overseen by the UN secretary general.
Such an approach would force all parties to bear responsibility for
the debt problem. “In the absence of an international solvency
framework, creditors make the loans, set the rates and terms, and
cancel or collect the debt without any regard to the human rights

www.ifpri.org 11

(continued on page 12)



of the debtor,” says Ann Pettifor, formerly head of Jubilee 2000 and now a research associate at the New
Economic Foundation. “Debt is the creation of both the creditor and the debtor, and so both should
bear the burden of losses.”

For now, to help pull poor countries out of their current indebtedness, Jubilee Research and many
other NGOs, as well as the leaders of many poor countries, are calling for cancellation of all outstanding
debt. It is an idea that would have seemed farfetched even a few years ago, but it has recently gained
powerful new allies.

Any decision to adopt 100 percent debt cancellation depends not on autonomous steps taken by
IMF and World Bank staff, but on a commitment to do so by the most powerful members on those
organizations’ executive boards.Voting power is determined by financial shares held in the IMF and World
Bank, and the rich countries who are members of the Group of Eight (G-8) hold most of the shares,
with the United States by far the largest shareholder.

In September 2004 both the United States and the United Kingdom advanced plans for debt cancel-
lation.The Bush Administration announced its support for canceling the debt of the HIPC countries,
apparently to help build international support for canceling a large share of Iraq’s debt.The U.S. proposal
offers no new funding and would rely on the IMF and World Bank to cover the losses with existing
resources. Meanwhile, Gordon Brown, the chancellor of the Exchequer in the UK, announced that his
country would pay its share of the debt service that the poorest countries, not just those participating in
HIPC, owe to the World Bank.To cover the amount owed to the IMF, he called for the IMF to revalue or
sell some of its gold. At the G-8 meeting last October, however, the finance ministers discussed debt
cancellation but came to no agreement.

Is debt cancellation a realistic prospect? Some observers are hopeful for progress in 2005, when the
United Kingdom, which has pledged to keep debt relief high on the international agenda, will hold the
presidency of both the G-8 and the European Union.The issue of additional funding may be a sticking
point. Germany, for example, is facing budgetary constraints of its own.

Debt relief advocates argue, however, that for poor countries to actually make headway toward
meeting the Millennium Development Goals, debt cancellation is just a first step. “Debt cancellation is a
critical way to mobilize resources,” says Neil Watkins of Oxfam. “It is a necessary precondition for
meeting the MDGs—we don’t see how you can do it without debt cancellation.” But the resources freed
up by debt cancellation alone, he adds, fall far short of the amount needed to pull nations out of poverty
and hunger. Poor countries will need a greater commitment of aid as well.

Research at IFPRI has shown that devoting resources to strengthening agriculture and rural 
development in poor countries, whose economies are heavily dependent on agriculture, can go a long
way toward helping meet the MDGs. “Heavy debt has a negative impact on public investment and
therefore on economic growth,” says IFPRI senior research fellow Shenggen Fan. “Since public investments
in roads, agriculture, and education have the largest growth impact, as well as poverty reduction impact,
any reforms or adjustments should not reduce public investments in these areas. In fact, for many 
developing countries to achieve the MDGs, they must increase public spending in these pro-growth and
pro-poor areas.”

With or without debt cancellation, part of the burden is on developing countries themselves to
create an environment that both attracts investment and uses these resources to generate high returns
for poor people. If domestic elites siphon off the resources freed up by debt relief, or if corruption,
conflict, and poor governance continue to cause capital flight from poor countries, it will remain difficult
for them to mobilize the resources necessary to improve the livelihoods of their people. ■

—Reported by Heidi Fritschel 
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