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he sum e World Bank intends to wipe it

of%e face of t anet The Asian Development Bank

) recentl used its mission around it. And if that’s
g—-{ t enou%) u have the IMF adding on poverty to its

mand
< &
Q % body loves the poor, it seems. Everybody wants to
Q }> ee them gone the soonest. But as always most lofty
intentions stumble on the how. This paper hopes to share
a thought on this one.

%
‘\../0 Poverty in Asia

If poverty can be eradicated in Asia it can be eliminated
anywhere. Then we shall see a world free of this moral
aberration.
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About 900 million of the world’s poor live in this region. More than half
a billion are concentrated in South Asia alone. China has 150 million of
them. The rest are scattered all around, from Indonesia, Thailand,
Myanmar, Vietnam, Laos, Kampuchea, the Philippines to the small island-
nations of the Pacific. East Asian and ASEAN countries are luckier than
most Asian subregions for having a proportionately smaller share of
this durable and stubborn spot in humanity’s conscience.

Performance in our backyard

We need not look outside our region for clues and Iessons A quick
scan of the state of poverty in Asia tells us some’ cbuntrles in our
region have caused absolute poverty to disappear. It'was eradicated in
Japan, a resource-poor country. It was eradicated in South Korea,
Taiwan, and Singapore—countries no more naturally enctowed than
Japan. Malaysia did it too, partly " ;

due to a windfall of nature’s bounty but perhaps Q“namly beoausg of a

#

very deliberate policy. ) \ \Y
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Indonesia—a resource-rich’ country—has not done as' Well though
convincingly it has brought down pov‘erty toa dramatlc fow What was
once resource-rich Phlllpplnes is pamfuily struggllngwthough not lacking
in potentials to :Ilck the problem \
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What can we ‘i'nake out of, tﬁés‘e varied cas:éS"f"Natu ral capital is important
but nodt the critical ,factor in the pa,st Lotherwise poverty would have
been hlstory long ag“o in my country Or Indonesia would have done
much better tha’h others. 4
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"What |s Imown ahou‘t how
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The‘ dominant m"antra used to be, and in many ways still is, a

A corhblnatlon of ‘economic growth and catch-and-provision. Meaning,
\ .~gét the eConomlc pie growing so that there will be enough to share and

then flrrd the fall-outs and provide them with basic services.
AN

"Th'j,.,é}*'broven strategy also suggests a neat division of labor between

“economists and industrializers on one side and politicians and social

workers on the other.

Mounting evidence, though, says this is not working as well as
intentioned. The economy grows but poverty and the equality gap also
grow as fast, if not faster. Too many poor to catch and share the benefits
of growth with, but never enough money to do provisioning effectively.
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We also realized soon enough that growth is not necessarily an incentive
for the rich to share: the bigger they grow the bigger they want to be.
They had to be compelled to share. We found out poverty is much
easier to reproduce than to reduce.

With the coming of the ‘Asian miracle’ the tune changed somewhat.
Now it's broad-based growth. Broad as a precondition of growth—e.g.
land and asset reform. And broad as outcome of growth—e.g. full
employment, rising income and spending, higher education, more and
better services and so on.

But this formula came about with a major trade—offi—-'b'r»éad for freedom
cum ecological disaster—or in HDR metaphor, ‘voiceless and futureless
growth’. This is especially so in the most succes§ful countries¢ Needless
to say, the model could not be justified on human rights grounds Yet it
continued to be held up as the su@e’rlo‘r model forg the rest of the
developing world to follow if they want-poverty to\go away. s
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Adjustment had to be made to address the unpaiatable trade*off Whose
accumulated downsides were bundlng upy to breaking powit So came
democratization of the A1980s. This ’process seemed ‘well underway,
particularly in South Korea when *the 1997 crlsrs hlt subjecting the
model to its moSt severe test yet\ 8 -y
- .l \»v‘ ’ ¢ ‘.‘,‘ \
Many thought the crisis, would write flms Yo this modified East Asian
formGla. But surpr}smg qwck recoveﬁy from the crisis all the more
con\"lfnced the propé”ﬁents that this is the way to go.
/"» 3 ’

_Broad-based growth is it. b{bu can hype or spin it any which way you

want—gr*c)wth with equlty equity with growth, growth through equity,
as wes do it in the Phlfrpplnes However you do and mean it, current
ofﬂoial dlscoursewsuggests that if you're not US or Europe there is no

\ A superlor alternatlve to the East Asian model. That alternative model is
\Vet to be O
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Askmg the poor

"Fhe poor may not be the expert on poverty they sometimes are

romantically pictured to be but they know better than anyone else
what it means to be poor. They need no help to tell poverty from
prosperity. They recognize the many faces of poverty as they meet
and live these in their everyday. They are experts in coping and survival
strategies.
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God knows how many meetings on poverty have so far been organized
and attended by the non-poor. This is not to make light of these
exercises, these meetings might have resulted in some poverty reduction
indirectly. The challenge to those concerned is to exert more than what
they have done already to find out how the poor themselves can be
helped to learn their way out through strategies they themselves design,
run and evaluate.

The UNDP Poverty Report (1998) speaks of “a new way of looking at
poverty eradication”. It asserts that “the poor are the real experts on
their impoverishment and that human poverty can be eradicated by
recognizing and mobilizing the assets of the poors The Report notes
that “the poor have the strongest motivation and greatest stake in the
outcome of national and international efforts to, improve theigsituation.
Hence, poverty assessments should mcorporate the kind otpart|C|pat|on
that allows the poor to explain their condltlon voices theﬁr needs and
advocate solutions”. UNDP argues for a strategy cbmblnmg SQCIal
empowerment and economlc empowerment ‘:“x; LA\
Poor-hased, commumty-hasecl povarty eradlcation

\“,
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Whenever asked the poor usually speak of poverty in terms of what
they have, can q‘o and can be. An honest to- goodness poverty strategy
or program~ela1m|ng to be need driven should start from these. It must
confront all the frustratlons of the poor . about having, doing, and being.

Butwhat if the poopdemand things, oniy the rich can have, can do and
can b’e"Whlch can be'as |mpOSS|bIe Aor example, as owning a mansion
or Jomlng an exefruswe golf club Whatever, the poor have a right to ask

_for what they feel they need

Bnoneg
#

The pomt of asklng LS not so much to test one’s tolerance for the
rldloulous as to know ‘exactly what the poor think and feel and to make

““space for thelr*v0|ces As well, it is meant to help them see for
\ .~themselves What can work and what cannot—and why. In other words,

itis to“asl;(«fhem to participate in strategizing their way out of poverty.
‘r‘\ﬁ" N

{ Br‘oéd—based growth strategies are mainly oriented to economic growth.
“Poverty eradication is incidental. The poor are subordinate players in

political and economic decision making. And yet they are made to bear
the externalized social and environmental costs of wealth creation.
This is basically the story of the ‘Asian miracle’ which was humbled by
the 1997 crisis. Thanks to the crisis we now know better.
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A truly broad-based and poverty-focused strategy puts the poor at the
center of economic activity. But this can only happen if the poor are
first enabled to be at the center of designing poverty strategies and
programs. It does not make sense to expect the poor to participate in
a big way if they know not how and are not given the space and
opportunity to do so.

With such a strategy the nature of economic activity will also change
accordingly. Just try, for example, asking a community of poor fishers
if they need a 100 million-dollar loan. Chances are, they will say they
need only a much smaller amount to finance small and medium-sized
livelihood projects. A community wanting to managé a*watershed and
do agro-forestry likewise would not need that much“money. But small
loans are not the business of the World Bank and the ADB These
institutions were used to pushing mega Ipans for mega pro;ects "Whether
and how they can adapt their Iendmg‘ poI|C|es and operatlons to the
needs of poor communities will certainly be a bt\g test to theur new
poverty rhetoric. : o\,
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Helping the poor to help themselves get out of poverty NS not easy.
That they can assume greater responsr‘bﬂrty to build & sustalnable society
is even harder to imagine for many* who are used tarelylng on the rich
and powerful to: Iead their country to progress
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A new WorId freg, from poverty |s nerther impossible nor too far out in
the horizon. Co’”mmltment tq, Ihat goal stands and is gaining more

resonance,as' We review thé ] _progress made five years down the road

from Copeh‘hagen Member countries of the UN continue to stand by
their promlse The World Bank, the ADB, the other multilateral and
bllater‘al aid |nst|tut|ons are all committed to shape up for the soonest

A realeatlon of poverty eradication. Civil society organizations have been
\ .~dolng theJr share An increasing number of private corporations are

prepared to change from business as usual and lend a hand. Here’s a
rare moment to seize and make a big, if not final, push against world

p0ve rty.
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It seems that the only thing wanting is a strategy. Not strategy as
usual, but something different from what had already been tried. Would
that it were a strategy where the poor themselves lead their way out of
poverty. That would be a most liberating reality.
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