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Foreword
In the wake of the food crises of the early 1970s and the resulting World Food Conference of 

1974, a group of innovators realized that food security depended on more than just making 

yield-enhancing technologies available to farmers. These pioneers discovered that it was also 

essential to ensure that public policies and investments provided the enabling environment for 

a more productive and innovative agricultural sector and rural economy. The International Food 

Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) was founded in 1975, in response to these needs, providing 

evidence-based policy options to end poverty, hunger, and malnutrition.

IFPRI has engaged with Pakistan on these topics since the mid-1980s, including through a series 

of studies on agricultural productivity, agricultural markets, and water resource management 

in the country, carried out from 1986 to 1994. Prompted by a request for technical support 

from the Pakistani government’s Planning Commission, IFPRI launched the Pakistan Strategy 

Support Program (PSSP) in 2011, a country-led and country-wide policy analysis and capacity- 

strengthening program, funded by the United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID). Since 2012, the CGIAR Research Program on Policies, Institutions, and Markets, led by 

IFPRI, has provided additional funding to the PSSP.

This brochure presents some of the highlights of IFPRI’s research, which has impacted Pakistani 

policies related to food rations and storage, energy subsidies, water management, poverty 

reduction, and other areas over the past 30 years. 
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Improving Agricultural 
Productivity and Markets

Pakistan’s Wheat Policy

MOTIVATION

Wheat is the staple food for the vast majority of Paki-

stan’s population, contributing almost 50 percent of 

total calories in the average person’s diet in the 1980s. 

The government of Pakistan has traditionally played a 

significant role in the marketing, trading, and storing 

of wheat. In the late 1980s, IFPRI conducted several 

studies on Pakistan’s wheat policy to assist the govern-

ment in reducing its costly intervention in the wheat 

market. One of the most important studies focused 

on the wheat rationing system in Pakistan, established 

well before independence in 1947. This system provided 

poor households with subsidized wheat as a response 

to shortages. By the 1980s, the program had degener-

ated into what was, by most accounts, a wasteful and 

corrupt system that failed to reach the poor. At the 

request of the government of Pakistan, IFPRI assessed 

whether the program benefited the poor and whether 

the poor would be adversely affected by the elimina-

tion of ration shops.

RESEARCH RESULT

Drawing on data from a national urban survey, IFPRI, in 

collaboration with the Pakistan Institute of Develop-

ment Economics (PIDE), provided conclusive evidence 

of the program’s failure to reach the poor. The research 

showed that while 3.1 million tons of subsidized wheat 

was released for sale in ration shops by the Ministry 

of Food and Agriculture (MINFA) between 1985 and 

1986, between 64 and 72 percent of the wheat was not 

purchased by consumers from the ration shops. While 

the ration shops were more heavily used by low-income 

groups, their use had been in decline since 1977. In fact, 

only 19 percent of the population in cities and 5 per-

cent of the population in rural areas, where a majority 

of the poor lived, made use of the ration shops. 

In 1989, IFPRI conducted another study on Pakistan’s 

wheat storage, which found that stabilizing wheat 

supplies by holding stocks of the grain across multiple 

years turned out to cost more money than it saved on 

average. Recently, IFPRI researchers also conducted a 

study on Pakistan wheat procurement, sales, and trade 

policies. The analysis indicated that when the govern-

ment sets the guaranteed price at which it procures 

wheat too high relative to the price at which it sells 

wheat, the result is significant costs to the government 

with little or no benefit to consumers. The practice also 

resulted in small farmers not selling wheat to govern-

ment agencies. Substantially reduced domestic procure-

ment in 2011 resulted in considerable fiscal savings for 

the government and did not lead to substantially lower 

wholesale prices. 

OUTCOMES

 X In 1986, MINFA and the prime minister’s office pre-

pared a summary paper using IFPRI’s findings and 

surveys on the wheat ration shop issue. The paper 

was presented to the cabinet of Pakistan. In Febru-

ary 1987, the Government of Pakistan announced 

its decision to abolish the wheat ration shop system. 
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IFPRI’s research facilitated this decision by providing 

a clear and quantified justification for eliminating 

the ration shops.  

 X According to a 1991 evaluation report conducted by 

the Winrock International Institute for Agricultural 

Development, IFPRI’s analysis contributed to the 

Pakistani Government’s decision to adjust wheat 

procurement, change the release prices to reduce 

subsidies, and encourage private-sector participation 

in managing the wheat storage system. Furthermore, 

as a result of this research, the government decided 

not to borrow funds from the Asian Development 

Bank to build grain storage facilities. 

 X An impact study estimated that IFPRI’s research, 

from 1986 to 1991, resulted in over US$200 million in 

savings for the government of Pakistan compared to 

the research investment of US$6 million.

Agricultural Production Credit 

MOTIVATION

Since the 1950s, agricultural credit (a type of loan that 

helps farmers to undertake new investments or adopt 

new technologies) has been a mainstay in helping farm-

ers bridge the gap between income and expenditures. 

Agricultural credit has been a basic component of the 

Pakistan agricultural policy strategy to improve invest-

ments in the rural sector. 

IFPRI completed, in partnership with the State Bank of 

Pakistan and the Pakistani Ministry of Finance, a bench-

mark credit survey in 1990. Prompted by requests from 

MINFA, the survey assessed the impact of interest-free 

credit and an alternative credit with an interest rate of 

7 percent.

RESEARCH RESULTS

 X IFPRI’s research, based on two large national surveys 

conducted in 1973 and 1985, showed that despite the 

substantial investments in the program, large-scale 

farmers and richer households dominated the use of 

subsidized agricultural credit. Because they were shut 

out of formal credit markets, small-farm households 

may have had to pay more to access informal credit. 

 X IFPRI’s study concluded that when the available credit 

is changed from being interest-free to having a 7 

percent interest rate, a drastic reduction in borrowing 

by large farmers occurred, while the change had no 

effect on small-farmer borrowing. The information 

gleaned from the study provided the government of 

Pakistan with evidence to support the elimination of 

the interest-free credit scheme. 

Dr. Zafur Altaf, Secretary of the Pakistan Ministry 

of Food and Agriculture said, in Food Policy in the 

Dynamics of Global Agriculture, a documentary video 

by AGCOM International, “[There] was absolutely no 

need to continue the ration system to 1980s, and yet 

it continued. But for the IFPRI’s study, it may have 

continued even now.” 
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OUTCOMES

According to the 1991 Winrock evaluation report, 

IFPRI’s study contributed to discontinuing the policy of 

interest-free credit that lowered government spend-

ing. Based on the results of the study, the government 

of Pakistan changed its credit policy and imposed a 

markup of 7 percent on all borrowing.

Human Capital Accumulation

MOTIVATION

In the late 1980s, growth in the supply of educated 

workers was higher than the demand for them 

in urban areas, while at the same time, a marked 

increase of educated workers emerged in post-Green 

Revolution rural areas of Pakistan. However, very 

little was known about the effects of education on 

agricultural productivity, or of the consequences 

of human capital accumulation on non-agricultural 

productivity and household economic behavior. IFPRI 

led a microeconomic research project to assess the 

determinants and consequences of human capital 

accumulation in rural Pakistan. 

RESEARCH RESULTS

The study found that the skills acquired by students in 

schools in Pakistan’s rural areas increased rural labor 

productivity. Workers with schooling were likely to be 

relatively well equipped with productivity-augmenting 

cognitive skills. Gender was an important determinant 

of accessing education. When factors such as ability, 

parents’ education, socioeconomic status, and locality 

were held equal, girls were found to have a substan-

tially lower probability of attending primary school. 

Moreover, educated fathers contributed to the learn-

ing process of their sons, but not their daughters. Few 

mothers were educated and their influence on send-

ing their children to school was not significant. These 

results suggested that a policy emphasis on increasing 

the educational opportunities for girls would have a 

positive impact on reducing the gender gap and would 

also generate more productive workers, both in the 

short run and for subsequent generations.
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OUTCOMES

IFPRI’s study of human capital formation helped place 

the education of girls at the center of the World Bank-

driven development agenda of the mid-1990s, at both 

the provincial and federal government levels. It also 

enabled the analysis of several related issues, including 

the differences, across regions and household income 

levels, in human capital endowments of children; the 

effects of school quality and teacher performance on 

human capital; and the determinants of technical skills 

in agriculture. 

Water Resource Management

MOTIVATION

Effective management of water resources is essential for 

agricultural production, food security, sustainable man-

agement of other natural resources, and the reduction 

of malnutrition. Water management is especially impor-

tant in arid and semiarid regions. In the early 1990s, IFPRI 

undertook a research study, in collaboration with the 

government of Pakistan and with financial support from 

the United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID), to examine the efficiency, equity, and environ-

mental impacts of groundwater markets in Pakistan. This 

study built a framework for understanding the potential 

to increase smallholder productivity through access to 

groundwater for irrigation. The study also encouraged 

continued work on water resources in IFPRI’s current 

engagement with Pakistan. 

RESEARCH RESULTS

The research findings indicated that unreliable access to 

purchased tubewell water was a problem for more than 

half of the water buyers in the study areas. By making 

groundwater available to farmers (particularly small- 

and medium-scale farmers) who do not own tubewells, 

water markets could increase the level of agricultural 

productivity in Pakistan. 

OUTCOMES AND ONGOING WORK

 X IFPRI’s study formed the basis for the initial 

understanding of groundwater markets in 

Pakistan at a time when water markets were 

receiving increased attention from researchers 

and policymakers. These research results informed 

stakeholders that policies that expanded tubewell 

ownership were likely to provide greater welfare 

gains than policies that encouraged groundwater 

sales from tubewells owned by only a few farmers. 

 X IFPRI is conducting new studies on the Indus Basin 

Irrigation System, the world’s largest contiguous 

irrigation system, which contributes to 80 to 90 

percent of Pakistan’s food production. The ongoing 

work complements earlier research by strengthening 

understanding of additional policy options for 

improving the efficiency of water use for agriculture, 

energy, and consumption in an increasingly water-

scarce country.

The Policy Analysis and Advisory Network  
for South Asia 

In the early 2000s, IFPRI provided technical assistance 

to Pakistan through the Policy Analysis and Advisory 

Network for South Asia. An evaluation from the Asian 

Development Bank found that the technical guidance 

helped create centers of excellence for agricultural policy 

research and establish memoranda of understanding 

outlining future cooperation in agricultural policy 

research and capacity building.
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Supporting Evidence-based 
Agricultural and Economic 
Growth Policies 

Pakistan Strategy Support Program

MOTIVATION

Responding to a request from the government of 

Pakistan, the Pakistan Strategy Support Program (PSSP) 

was launched in July 2011. This program is a flexible 

country-led and country-wide policy analysis and capacity 

strengthening program, which provides analytical 

support on a range of economic policies affecting 

agricultural growth and food security in the country. 

The core purpose of the program is to contribute to 

pro-poor economic growth and enhanced food security 

through a strengthened national capacity for designing 

and implementing evidence-based policy reforms. This 

requires improving research-based policy analysis; 

building capacity, leadership, and networks among 

researchers and policy analysts within and outside the 

government; and disseminating research results among 

diverse stakeholders.

PSSP’s five primary research and capacity-building 

priorities include (1) agricultural production and 

productivity; (2) water management and irrigation; 

(3) macroeconomics, markets, and trade; (4) poverty 

reduction and job creation; and (5) the Competitive 

Grants Program (CGP).

ONGOING WORK AND OUTCOMES

 X PSSP’s efforts influenced the government of Pakistan 

to review and modify the Consumer Price Index (CPI). 

Having an accurate CPI is critical for all government 

policy work pertaining to exchange rate and fiscal 

and wage policy. 

 X PSSP analysis has shown that the current national 

poverty line methodology overestimates success 

in poverty reduction in Pakistan in general and 

substantially underestimates poverty in some 

provinces relative to the national figures (PSSP 

Working Papers 20 and 26).

 X In Pakistan, urea production has historically been 

subsidized, to a large extent, by the government 

through its regulation of natural gas prices for 

urea manufacturers and its imports of fertilizer at 

subsidized rates. IFPRI’s study on Pakistan’s fertilizer 

sector examined the effects of this subsidy and 

found that it leads to a loss of many billions of 

dollars of government revenues and hastens the 

decline in scarce domestic natural gas reserves. 

The same research also indicated that phosphorus 

fertilizer used in wheat production is inefficient.  

The most recent government package of support 

for agriculture encouraged a more efficient use of 

fertilizer, partly as a result of the assessment done in 

this IFPRI research.  
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 X Water scarcity is increasingly affecting food security in 

Pakistan and is expected to further worsen as climate-

related crises and changes become more frequent. As 

a result, food import needs for basic staple crops are 

expected to grow. IFPRI, under the PSSP, implemented 

a series of studies to identify measures to better 

manage the growing water scarcity. Researchers 

found that access to energy-intensive groundwater 

does not necessarily increase the technical efficiency 

of agricultural production. They also found that 

further efficiency improvements in surface systems 

are necessary to address energy use for groundwater 

pumping. Efficiency improvements in surface water 

systems can be achieved through strengthening 

water-user associations, which have been shown to 

increase agricultural productivity.  PSSP also provided 

ample, evidence-based policy analysis to support the 

finalization of the National Water Policy. 

Strengthening the Contribution of Science and 

Technology to Agriculture

MOTIVATION

Throughout the world, modern science has 

been essential in increasing the productivity and 

sustainability of agriculture. Farmers in Pakistan’s 

irrigated plains experienced this firsthand during the 

Green Revolution of the late 1960s and early 1970s 

when the introduction of high-yielding varieties of rice 

and wheat led to a rapid doubling of both yields and 

output. However, efforts to sustain these types of gains 

require continuous investment in both research and 

agricultural extension. 

While advances have been made since the Green 

Revolution, the public research system has contended 

with volatile, slow, and sometimes stagnant growth 

in funding alongside challenges in its organization, 

structure, and management. Agricultural entrepreneurs 

and investors have struggled with ambiguities in 

the implementation of regulations governing seed 

registration, seed certification, biosafety, private 

investment, and other rules and guidelines. Farmers 

have similarly contended with problems associated with 

input accessibility and quality, as well as challenges in 

obtaining credible information about new technologies. 

To help address these issues, the PSSP has worked 

closely with the government of Pakistan—including the 

Pakistan Agricultural Research Council (PARC) and the 

University of Agriculture Faisalabad (UAF)—to support 

a reform agenda focused on agricultural science and 

technology. 
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OUTCOMES

 X A hallmark of IFPRI’s science and technology 

policy efforts was PSSP’s Independent Third Party 

Evaluation (ITPE) of PARC. The ITPE provided 

a roadmap on how to manage the structure, 

organization, and priority setting across PARC’s 

vast system of associated research centers and 

institutes.  This exercise followed the devolution 

of key administrative functions from the federal 

to provincial level under the 18th Amendment in 

2010. In addition, the PSSP has worked closely with 

PARC and UAF on policy-relevant analyses related 

to applications of modern science and associated 

regulations for cotton, which is one of Pakistan’s 

most important agricultural commodities and the 

basis of its expansive textiles manufacturing sector. 

PARC is actively pursuing a “Five-Year Business 

Plan” informed by the PSSP’s ITPE. The Business Plan 

comprises three components:  (1) a reform action 

plan prepared to strengthen key institutional and 

research processes; (2) actions to be undertaken 

by PARC to improve the enabling environment for 

the national research system; and (3) a plan for 

the national research system as a whole.  It also 

identified the necessary actors, timeframe, and 

financial outlay. Government stakeholders have 

begun to recognize PARC’s role in agricultural science 

and technology; this recognition was reflected in 

its increased 2015-16 budget allocation. Since 2014, 

the study on the need for enhanced agricultural 

science funding has been presented at various events 

to a range of government stakeholders, including 

the Planning Commission, and at the PSSP annual 

conference in April 2015, which was attended by the 

Honorable Mamnoon Hussain, president of Pakistan.

 X The Government of Pakistan, through agencies such 

as PARC, the Federal Seed Certification and Regis-

tration Department, and the Intellectual Property 

Office, is actively pursuing a range of regulatory 

reforms to strengthen the rules governing seed sys-

tems, biotechnology and biosafety, and plant breed-

ers’ rights, including rules that strengthen incentives 

for private sector innovation in agriculture. Examples 

include a recent amendment to the Seed Act of 

1976 that extends recognition of the private sector’s 

role in seed production and marketing, and the 

proposed Plant Breeder’s Rights Bill, which aims to 

promote stronger innovation incentives for private 

investment in seed development. PSSP’s research 

provided evidence to support these efforts, and it 

has established partnerships to continue to further 

this reform agenda. For example, PSSP examined the 

seed industry, and Bt cotton in particular—linked 

with the National Biosafety Committee—through a 
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subcontract with the Center for Environmental Risk 

Assessment and also trained PARC on technical writ-

ing and monitoring and evaluation. 

Rural Household Panel Data Set

MOTIVATION

IFPRI conducted a comprehensive analysis of the 

survey data on 800 households in five districts of rural 

Pakistan, under the Special Studies Project (SSP) of the 

USAID-funded Food Security Management Program 

within MINFA. The survey data was collected between 

1986 and 1989 in a total of 14 rounds. This dataset has 

been used in IFPRI studies on food security, agricultural 

production, credit, human capital accumulation, and 

nutrition and health processes, as well as in a variety 

of analyses by students and non-IFPRI researchers in 

Pakistan and other countries. 

Since 2011, PSSP has completed three rounds of a new 

household study, the Rural Household Panel Surveys 

(RHPS). Rounds 1 and 2 are at the household and com-

munity levels, while Rounds 1.5 and 3.5 focused on agri-

cultural production. The RHPS covers 2,090 households 

in 76 villages in the rural areas of Punjab, Sindh, and 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa provinces. The sample is represen-

tative of the rural areas of the three provinces. The sur-

veys cover a wide range of topics including agricultural 

production, consumption, income, employment, access 

to credit, time use, assets, education, migration, partici-

pation in social safety nets, household aspirations, and 

local governance issues, as well as farmer surveys on the 

adoption of Bt cotton and water management.

OUTCOMES

 X These in-depth panel surveys permit the PSSP to 

analyze static as well as dynamic dimensions of rural 

household welfare. The PSSP’s initial results led to 

the creation of a “Technical Group on Poverty” in 

2012, which analyzes the current levels of poverty 

in the country, discusses issues around the data and 

estimation process, and advises the government with 

regard to future approaches to estimating poverty. 

 X PSSP’s interactions, based on its research, with 

officials at the Planning Commission, the Pakistan 

Bureau of Statistics, and the Ministry of Finance have 

led to a renewed focus on measurement issues. As a 

result, donors, including the World Bank, are show-

ing renewed interest in this topic.  The data collected 

from the three recent rounds of surveys could shape 

policies to improve Pakistan’s food security. 

 X Together, the rural household surveys conducted in 

the 1980s and 2010s constitute a body of primary 

data not otherwise available and represent a rich 

source of information for further policy studies. 

Over 37 doctoral dissertations and 100 master’s 

dissertations have used the initial IFPRI Pakistan 

surveys. Along with supporting researchers in 

acquiring higher degrees, IFPRI also provided 

trainings and lectures to enumerators who collected 
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the data from the households and their supervisors 

in order to assist them in conducting surveys. An 

additional achievement was the participation 

and training of several Pakistani counterpart 

organizations in the completion of the survey reports.

Capacity Building

MOTIVATION

IFPRI has forged strong partnerships with Pakistani 

universities and government agencies. A rigorous 

program of training and institutional support has been 

an ongoing component of the PSSP’s agenda. The PSSP 

conducted 28 training events and trained over 800 

participants across Pakistan on survey enumeration, 

technical proposal writing, using statistical software, 

poverty mapping, water net-mapping, water policy 

modeling, and social accounting matrix and computable 

general equilibrium (CGE) modeling. PSSP also ran a 

successful Domestic Studies Program, where contracts 

were awarded to groups of local academics and 

researchers to study topics related to youth employment, 

industrial clusters, and markets. 

PSSP established the CGP as one of the largest and most 

unique capacity development projects designed for 

policy analysis in Pakistan. 

OUTCOMES

 X A CGE working group was formed from the 

training. Research studies on electricity subsidies 

and agricultural taxes, among other topics, were 

developed by the working group. These are subject 

areas where capacity is limited and the need for such 

skills is critical for Pakistan’s policymaking. A Planning 

Commission official, with PSSP training and assistance, 

drafted a report on electricity subsidies and presented 

it to the government of Pakistan. Subsequently, 

the government included his recommendation for 

realigning subsidies in its energy policy. 

 X In 2014, the CGP supported the Vision 2025 growth 

strategy of the Planning Commission. From January 

2012 through June 2014, the CGP attracted over 

750 applications and distributed 72 awards. Grant 

recipients reported that the mentoring they received 

from international experts improved their research 

skills. The program also provided technical training 

in policy development and analysis to 106 individuals, 

including government researchers, academics, and 

representatives of nongovernmental organizations. 

As a result, more stakeholders have attained a 

greater capacity to conduct rigorous evidence-based 

policy analysis.

 X One of the PSSP’s competitive grants awardees, Has-

san Sher from the University of Swat, led an effort to 

change several policies to encourage the growth of 

high-value minor crops such as medicinal and aromatic 

plants (MAPs). He based his arguments on research 

completed with PSSP funding. (PSSP Working Paper 11)
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Looking Forward
IFPRI began conducting policy research aimed at 

ending poverty, hunger, and malnutrition in Pakistan 

nearly three decades ago. With the establishment of 

the PSSP in 2011, IFPRI has been working collaboratively 

with government agencies, universities, and other 

partners to provide high-quality policy research in the 

agricultural sector. These efforts will continue to focus 

on agricultural productivity, food security, water use, 

and capacity building to provide rigorous, evidence-

based research to drive the development, adoption, 

and implementation of effective pro-poor policies. 

IFPRI looks forward to continuing its collaborative 

efforts in Pakistan for many years to come. 
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