
OVERCOMING HUMAN POVERTY

United Nations Development Programme
Poverty Report 2000



The views expressed in this publication do not

necessarily represent those of the member

countries of the UNDP Executive Board or of

the institutions of the United Nations system

that are mentioned herein. The designations

and terminology employed and the presentation

of material do not imply any expression of

opinion whatsoever on the part of the 

United Nations concerning the legal status 

of any country, territory, city or area, or of its

authorities, or of its frontiers or boundaries.

Copyright ©2000
By the United Nations Development Programme
One United Nations Plaza
New York, New York 10017, USA

ISBN 92-1-126124-4
U.N. Sales Number E.00.III.B.2

©Photography 
Cover: Michael Lutzky/UNDP
Pages 17, 103, 111: Lynn Johnson
Page 31: Radhika Chalasani/UNDP
Page 37: Robb Kendrik/Aurora
Page 45: Robert Caputo/Aurora
Page 53: Eric Lauwers
Page 63: Ruth Massey/UNDP
Page 71: Stephenie Hollyman/UNDP
Page 81: John Isaac/UN
Page 93: Claude Constante/UNDP

Book design: Landesberg Design Associates, USA Printed on recycled paper



FOREWORD 5

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 6

ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS 7

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 8

Chapter 1 The Commitments to 
Poverty Reduction   16

Governance: The Missing Link 18

Meeting Capacity-Building Needs 19

Social Summit Commitments 19

Most Progress in Estimating Poverty 19

Some Progress in Implementing Plans 20

Little Progress in Setting Targets 20

Setting Human Poverty Targets 21

Tracking Short-Term Changes 22

Chapter 2 Developing National 
Anti-poverty Plans 30

The Range of Poverty Plans 32

Why a Plan? 32

Beyond Targeted Interventions 33

Where Is National Ownership? 33

Are Poverty Programmes Manageable? 34

Funding for Poverty Programmes 35

Chapter 3 Linking Poverty to 
National Policies 36

Combining National Policies and 
Targeted Interventions 38

The Two-Track Approach 39

Weak Links with Macroeconomic 
Policies 40

Weak Links with Redistribution 
Policies 42

Chapter 4 Linking Countries’ International 
Policies to Poverty 44

Linking Debt Relief to 
Poverty Reduction 46

Harnessing Trade for 
Poverty Reduction 48

Making Aid Work for the Poor 50

Chapter 5 Governance: The Missing Link 52

Promoting Accountability 
through Elections 54

Improving Accountability in Finances 55

Expanding Access to Information 
and Communication 56

Making Decentralization Pro-poor 57

Chapter 6 Pro-poor Local Governance:
The Neglected Reforms 62

Pro-poor Reforms in Local Governance 64

Building Local Capacity for 
Poverty Reduction 66

Capital Development and 
Local Government 67

Chapter 7 The Poor Organize:
The Foundation for Success 70

The Poor Organize Themselves 72

Civil Society Organizations Working 
with Poor Communities 76

Civil Society Organizations Influencing 
National Policy-Making 78

Chapter 8 Focusing Resources on the Poor 80

Focusing on Geographical Areas 82

Rehabilitating Poor Areas 83

Reaching Disadvantaged Social Groups 85

Targeting by Type of Intervention 88

Chapter 9 Integrating Key Issues into 
Poverty Programmes 92

Weak Links with Gender Policies 94

Weak Links with Environmental 
Policies 97

Weak Links with Health Initiatives 99

Chapter 10 Monitoring Progress 
against Poverty 102

Producing Poverty Data More 
Frequently 104

Moving to Evaluation 104

Monitoring Income Poverty 105

Monitoring Human Poverty 107

Including the Poor in Poverty 
Assessments 109

Country Profiles 111

Benin: Comprehensive Monitoring 112

Brazil: Reforming Social Expenditures to
Be More Pro-poor 113

Burkina Faso: Seeking Debt Relief to 
Increase Social Spending 114

China: Two Decades of Poverty Reduction 115

Dominican Republic: Governance Reforms 
Essential to Poverty Reduction 116

The Gambia: A Campaign to Make Poverty 
Reduction Sustainable 117

Ghana: Decentralizing to Districts 118

Kyrgyzstan: A Pioneering National Poverty 
Programme 119

Mali: Expecting to Channel Debt Reduction 
into Poverty Reduction 120

Mauritania: Promoting Local Participation 121

Contents 3



Mongolia: Channelling Resources through the 
Poverty Alleviation Fund 122

Morocco: Regional Targeting for Poverty Reduction 123

Mozambique: Overcoming Widespread Poverty 125

Nepal: Focusing on Poverty Reduction 
through Decentralization 126

Peru: National Poverty Programme Improves 
Its Targeting 128

Philippines: Targeting Poor Families 129

South Africa: Putting Poverty at the Top of 
the Development Agenda 130

Thailand: A New Poverty-Focused Development Path 131

Tunisia: Steady Progress against Poverty 132

Uganda: From Decentralization to Participation 134

Uzbekistan: Social Development and Slow 
Economic Reform 135

Yemen: The Contribution of Poverty Reduction 
to Nation Building 136

Zimbabwe: Creating a Poverty Reduction Forum 138

SELECTED REFERENCES 139

BOXES

1.1 Some Basic Poverty Definitions 20

1.2 International Poverty Targets 21

1.3 The Multidimensional Nature of Poverty 22

2.1 Using the Consultative Group for Greater 
Poverty Coordination in Ghana 35

3.1 What Is Pro-poor Growth? 39

3.2 Developing Data to Study Inequality 40

3.3 Supporting Agrarian Reform in the Philippines 41

3.4 Dealing with Regional Inequalities in 
the Russian Federation 42

4.1 Strengthening the Bargaining Position 
of Poor Countries—Four Proposed Actions 50

5.1 The Link between Humane Governance 
and Poverty 54

5.2 Reforming Governance to Reduce Poverty 
in Kenya 59

5.3 Decentralizing Service Provision to Groups 
at Risk in Cuba 60

5.4 Building Partnerships in Madagascar 61

6.1 Building Local Governance to Promote 
Peace in Cambodia 65

6.2 Local Governance for Participatory 
Development in Nepal 68

6.3 Fostering District Development in Uganda 69

7.1 Partnering with Civil Society Organizations 
to Create Jobs in Algeria 73

7.2 Social Mobilization in Bangladesh 74

7.3 Strengthening Civil Society through 
Traditional Organizations in Bulgaria 76

7.4 Making War on Poverty in South Africa 78

7.5 Promoting Public-Private Partnerships in 
Trinidad and Tobago 79

8.1 Building Communities in the Midst of 
Conflict in Sudan 84

8.2 UNDP’s Emergency Response Division:
Tackling the Roots of Crisis 85

8.3 The Beautiful Bulgaria Project:
Rebuilding and Re-employing 86

8.4 Women Lead the Struggle for Ancestral 
Land in the Philippines 87

9.1 The Women’s Development Fund 
Targets Poor Women in Mongolia 95

9.2 Multipurpose Platform Targets Women’s 
Poverty in Mali 97

9.3 Sustainable Energy Development in Rural Nepal 98

10.1 Surveying Social Protection in Moldova 105

10.2 Mapping Poverty and Vulnerability in Maldives 106

10.3 Rapid Nutrition Monitoring in Bangladesh 107

FIGURES

1.1 Average Annual Growth in Private 
Consumption per Capita, 1980–97 20

1.2 Children under Five Who Are Underweight,
1985 and 1995 23

1.3 People Not Expected to Survive to Age 40,
1988 and 1998 23

1.4 People Not Expected to Survive to Age 15,
1988 and 1998 23

9.1 The Gap between Male and Female 
Literacy Rates, 1997 94

TABLES

1.1 Progress on Poverty Plans, Estimates and 
Targets by Region, December 1996 19

1.2 Adult Illiteracy Rate, 1990 and 1997 22

1.3 National Poverty Plans, Estimates and Targets 24

1.4 Human Poverty Indicators 28

2.1 Countries Whose Anti-poverty Plans 
Were Assessed 33

3.1 Income or Consumption Share of the 
Poorest 20% of the Population, 1990–96 43

4.1 Budget Allocations to Basic Social Services 
and Debt Service by Selected Heavily 
Indebted Poor Countries, 1992–97 46

4.2 Debt and Exports of Selected Heavily 
Indebted Poor Countries 47

5.1 Unequal Networks, 1998 57

8.1 Inequalities in Education, 1990s 89

9.1 Countries with Environmental and Poverty 
Plans by Region, 1990s 99

9.2 Incidence of Malaria, 1995 99

9.3 Prevalence of HIV-1 among Women 
Attending Urban Prenatal Clinics, 1992–97 100

10.1 Human Poverty Index, 1997 108

10.2 Human Poverty Indicators 108

10.3 Estimated Poor Population in South Asia 109

4 Contents



FOREWORD

The launch of Overcoming Human Poverty: UNDP Poverty
Report 2000 comes at a major turning point in the global
campaign against poverty. The United Nations General
Assembly will soon conduct its five-year review of progress
against poverty following the 1995 World Summit for
Social Development. Current trends, however, are troubling.
What this review is likely to find is that progress has 
been negligible.

At the Social Summit developing countries made 
firm commitments to eradicate extreme poverty and
substantially reduce overall poverty. Yet they have run into
numerous roadblocks—financial crises, onerous debt
burdens, protectionism, war and civil conflict, and a string
of natural disasters. Also apparent has been a lack of
political will to make poverty reduction a policy priority 
in developing countries. Progress has been stalled while
donors continue to fall short in providing the support
needed to re-activate advances.

The global campaign against poverty needs reinforce-
ments and a more focused and effective strategy. UNDP
has pledged to provide more targeted assistance, concen-
trated on helping countries improve national policy-
making and reform governance institutions—less spread
out across a wide array of small-impact projects. In line
with Social Summit commitments, it has placed increased
emphasis on assisting national poverty programmes.

Overcoming Human Poverty has made a special effort 
to assess a broad range of national poverty programmes—
to find out what is working and what is not, and to draw
out some general lessons for better policies. One lesson is
clear: such programmes need to be multisectoral and
comprehensive. Human poverty is, after all, a multidimen-
sional problem, cutting across the sectoral responsibilities
of government departments.

Another lesson: confining poverty programmes to a set
of small-scale—often disjointed—projects “targeted” at
the poor is not an effective use of resources. Programmes
need a more strategic approach. Many need not only 
more funding but also better coordination by government
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ministries with sufficient clout. Also essential is active
participation of civil society and the private sector in a
broad, united front against poverty.

It is critical that poverty programmes be country
driven, not donor determined. Often the reason that they
are disjointed is that external donors provide much of 
the funding—outside regular government channels—for
individual projects. Instead, we should aim to help build
up the capacities of government, at both national and 
local levels, to assume control and direct their own poverty
initiatives. This is the vitally important capacity-building
agenda for external assistance.

An important finding of this report is that ineffective
governance often short-circuits the connection between
anti-poverty efforts and poverty reduction. Shifting
decision-making closer to poor communities can improve
the connection. Supporting organizations at the com-
munity level is the other half of this governance equation.
Accountability in the use of funds and accountability to
people’s needs are also integral dimensions of pro-poor
governance.

But when external donors give assistance to governance
reforms, it cannot be a new form of conditionality. Based
on their Social Summit commitments, countries set their
own poverty reduction targets, and they implement their
own anti-poverty plans accordingly. External assistance
must be geared to help them build the capacity to follow
through on these decisions.

Mark Malloch Brown
Administrator
UNDP
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

new global strategy against poverty needs to be mounted—with more resources,

a sharper focus and a stronger commitment. Based on commitments made at the

1995 World Summit for Social Development, developing countries are being encouraged

to launch full-scale campaigns against poverty. Yet despite having set ambitious global

targets for poverty reduction, donor countries are cutting back on aid and failing to

focus what remains on poverty.

UNDP, too, has to do more to honour its commitments made at the Social Summit.
It needs to provide better assistance—more focused on helping to improve national
policy-making and institutions and less dispersed among a myriad of small-scale projects.
And it needs to do more to help countries committed to reducing poverty put effective
systems of governance in place to pursue this objective.

Effective governance is often the “missing link” between national anti-poverty efforts
and poverty reduction. For many countries it is in improving governance that external
assistance is needed—but not with a new set of poverty-related conditionalities imposed
on top of the existing economic conditionalities.

Based on their commitments at the Social Summit, countries establish their own
estimates of poverty, set their own targets and elaborate their own plans. The role of
external assistance is to help them build the capacity to follow through on their decisions
and resolutions.

The Commitments to Poverty Reduction

More than three-quarters of countries have poverty estimates, and more than two-thirds
have plans for reducing poverty. But fewer than a third have set targets for eradicating
extreme poverty or substantially reducing overall poverty—the Social Summit
commitments. This is a serious shortcoming.

Moreover, the poverty targets set at the Social Summit are based on monetary
measures, while most development practitioners now agree that poverty is not about
income alone, but is multidimensional. Thus countries should begin incorporating
explicit human poverty targets—such as reducing malnutrition, expanding literacy and
increasing life expectancy—into poverty programmes.

Another shortcoming: many anti-poverty plans are no more than vaguely formulated
strategies. Only a minority of countries have genuine action plans—with explicit targets,
adequate budgets and effective organizations. Many countries do not have explicit
poverty plans but incorporate poverty into national planning. And many of these then
appear to forget the topic.

Much remains to be learned about how to make anti-poverty plans effective. Overcoming
Human Poverty, UNDP Poverty Report 2000 focuses on this issue—to contribute to the
United Nations General Assembly’s five-year review of progress since the Social Summit
and to help accelerate the collective campaign against poverty in the next five years.
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Developing National Anti-poverty Plans

Anti-poverty plans help focus and coordinate national activities and build support. But 
to be effective, they must be comprehensive—much more than a few projects “targeted”
at the poor. And they need adequate funding and effective coordination by a government
department or committee with wide-ranging influence. Most critical, they should be
nationally owned and determined, not donor driven. These are some of the conclusions
from UNDP-sponsored assessments of the poverty reduction activities of 23 of its
programme countries.

While some of the countries most successful in reducing poverty have lacked plans,
they have been exceptions. A plan is evidence of a national commitment and of an
explicit allocation of resources to the task. It is also a means to build a constituency for
change. Without such organized public action, market-driven economies rarely promote
social justice.

A major problem with most poverty programmes is that they are too narrow, confined
to a set of targeted interventions. One reason: many were constructed as a social 
safety net during a major national breakdown—a financial crisis, a prolonged recession,

a wrenching adjustment to external shocks. But macro-
economic and national governance policies have as much
impact on poverty as targeted interventions—if not more.
Attempting to make such policies more pro-poor should 
be a major part of any anti-poverty plan.

One reason that many poverty programmes become
disjointed is that external donors provide much of the
funding for individual projects, and the funds are not

allocated through regular government channels. National control and coordination get
elbowed aside. And the need to build government’s long-term capacity to administer
poverty programmes is neglected.

Many national programmes lack a good management structure, located within 
the government rather than outside it. A multidimensional problem, poverty should be
addressed by a multisectoral approach—cutting across government ministries and
departments. But most programmes hand the responsibility for poverty reduction over 
to a ministry of social affairs, which generally lacks authority over other ministries.
Where a central coordinating committee is set up to overcome this problem, it rarely 
has enough power to get the job done.

Most governments have difficulty in reporting how much funding goes to poverty
reduction—unable to distinguish between activities that are related to poverty and those
that are not. They often confuse social spending with poverty-related spending. But
much government spending could be considered pro-poor if it disproportionately benefits
the poor. Under these conditions it is probably best to set up a special poverty reduction
fund—to give a better financial accounting and to allow government departments and
ministries to apply to the fund for financing for their poverty-focused programmes.

Linking Poverty to National Policies

A review of national anti-poverty plans underscores the importance of developing a new
generation of programmes that focus on making growth more pro-poor, target inequality
and emphasize empowering the poor. The old-school prescriptions of supplementing
rapid growth with social spending and safety nets have proved inadequate.
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EFFECTIVE GOVERNANCE IS OFTEN THE “MISSING
LINK” BETWEEN NATIONAL ANTI-POVERTY EFFORTS
AND POVERTY REDUCTION. FOR MANY COUNTRIES 
IT IS IN IMPROVING GOVERNANCE THAT EXTERNAL
ASSISTANCE IS NEEDED.



In countries with widespread poverty too many programmes still rely—mistakenly—
on targeted interventions. It is better to concentrate on building national capacity for
pro-poor policy-making and institutional reform—the areas where external assistance
should also concentrate its resources. This focus will also help provide greater coherence
to national programmes—overcoming the tendency to rely on a disjointed set of 
small-scale projects.

Standing in the way of integrated poverty programmes, however, is the common
“two-track” approach to poverty reduction: growth on one track and human development

on the other. The two tracks rarely intersect: economic policies
are not made pro-poor, while social services are assigned the
burden of directly addressing poverty. This is one legacy of
old-style structural adjustment programmes, which took up
poverty after the fact or as a residual social issue.

The current consensus on the importance of pro-poor
growth is still hobbled by an inability to recommend practical
policies and concrete reforms of structural adjustment

programmes. Part of the problem is confusion about what constitutes pro-poor growth
and how to gauge it. Another part stems from failure to squarely address the sources of
inequality—such as unequal distribution of land, the most important asset of the rural
poor in many low-income developing countries.

Linking Countries’ International Policies to Poverty

Countries should link their poverty programmes not only to their national policies but
also to their international economic and financial policies—a connection rarely made.
In a world of increasing economic integration, this link can be crucial.

External debt is now being clearly linked to poverty. But as preparations for World
Trade Organization (WTO) negotiations illustrate, trade policies are not.

The Enhanced Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative promises faster, deeper 
and broader debt relief, and the World Bank and International Monetary Fund are
seeking to tie debt relief to national poverty reduction strategies. But many of the
indebted countries doubt that these measures will go far enough—especially if donors
reduce aid to finance debt relief. And countries are wary of being subjected to new
poverty-related conditionalities.

One reason that poor developing countries cannot pay off their debt is that they
cannot penetrate major export markets in industrial countries—in part because of the
formidable walls of protection that remain. Rich countries continue to protect their
farmers, for example, while developing countries are being asked to open up their own
agricultural sectors—a measure that threatens to undermine their food security and
spread poverty.

But such concerns were not addressed at the WTO meeting in Seattle in late 1999. If
trade expansion is to benefit the poor, the international rules of the game must be made
fairer. A high priority is to eliminate the protectionism that is biased against developing
countries. And to do this, the capacity of developing countries to negotiate global and
regional trade agreements needs to be strengthened—another important area for devel-
opment assistance.

Official development assistance is supposed to strengthen the hand of developing
countries in combating poverty. But it not only has been declining markedly; it also
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remains ill focused. Many donors still do not make poverty reduction a priority, or know
how to focus their resources on the poor or monitor their impact. They say that they are
opposed to aid conditionality but have not yet figured out how to make their counter-
parts in developing countries equal partners. Partly to blame is donors’ hit-and-miss 
project approach to development—bypassing the government, dispersing efforts and 
eroding sustainability.

Governance: The Missing Link

Responsive and accountable institutions of governance are often the missing link between
anti-poverty efforts and poverty reduction. Even when a country seeks to implement 
pro-poor national policies and target its interventions, faulty governance can nullify the
impact. So to get poverty reduction campaigns off the ground, reforms of governance
institutions often need to be emphasized.

Holding governments accountable to people is a bottom-line requirement for good
governance. Having regular elections—free and fair—contributes to accountability,
especially if they are also held at the local level. But such democratic forms are no
vaccination against poverty.

To hold officials accountable between elections, people need to be organized. And 
to make democracy work, they need to be well informed. New technologies can make
information readily available, but special efforts are needed to connect people to the
technologies. Making these connections can be an important contribution of develop-
ment assistance.

Shifting decision-making power closer to poor communities by devolving authority 
to local government can help promote poverty reduction—as long as the new responsi-
bilities are accompanied by resources and capacity building. But that is only half the
story. The other half is helping poor communities organize themselves to advance their
interests. A major source of poverty is people’s powerlessness—not just their distance
from government.

Accountability in the use of public funds is crucial to poverty reduction efforts. The
poor pay a high price for corruption. And programmes that target resources for poverty
reduction are less likely to be bankrupted by the administrative costs of identifying and
reaching the poor than by the diversion of a big part of the resources into other hands.

If corruption were cleaned up at the same time that the poor organized themselves,
many national poverty programmes would undoubtedly ratchet up their performance in
directing resources to the people who need them. Many problems of targeting are, at
bottom, problems of unaccountable, unresponsive governance institutions.

Pro-poor Local Governance: The Neglected Reforms

Campaigns against poverty have often bypassed and ignored local government. Donors
used to favour funnelling resources through central governments and now increasingly
rely on civil society organizations. But the critical role of local government—when
elected and accountable—continues to be forgotten. Thus the effectiveness of poverty
programmes in reaching the poor continues to be hampered.

If poverty reduction programmes are to succeed, local government must be
strengthened—and held accountable both to the central government for the funds
allocated to it and to its constituents for how it uses them. Central government has to
continue its involvement, monitoring how local government exercises its new authority
and disburses funds—and helping prevent the capture of power by local elites.
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In the long run building stronger and more accountable local government is the only
way to make decentralization pro-poor. But it requires time, resources and capacity
building. For the poor the lasting benefits will outweigh the immediate costs. The current
fad, however, is to opt for quick-disbursing mechanisms, even though they are unlikely 
to be sustainable.

Opening up local government to popular participation and building partnerships 
with civil society organizations can foster greater transparency and accountability.
Instituting monitoring and evaluation systems that tie financing to performance can 
also enhance accountability. Complaints about lack of local capacity often mask other
problems, such as an inadequate incentive structure to motivate poverty reduction 
efforts by local government.

The Poor Organize: The Foundation for Success

The foundation of poverty reduction is self-organization of the poor at the community
level. Such self-organization is the best antidote to powerlessness, a central source of
poverty. Organized, the poor can influence local government and help hold it account-
able. They can form coalitions with other social forces and build broader organizations 
to influence regional and national policy-making.

What the poor most need, therefore, is not resources for safety nets but resources to
build their own organizational capacity. Ensuring resources for such capacity building is
the direction in which UNDP’s support to civil society organizations is moving.

Civil society organizations arising outside poor communities can play an important
role in delivering essential goods and services but are less successful in directly repre-
senting the poor. Moreover, relying on these organizations for the delivery of goods and
services—more the responsibility of government—is inadvisable over the long term.

But such organizations can play a valuable role by engaging in policy advocacy on
behalf of the poor and influencing national policy-making. By contrast, community-
based organizations are effective in directly representing the poor, but have difficulty in
wielding influence outside their localities—until they build broader organizations.

When national or local governments are unresponsive, people must rely on civil
society organizations to advance their interests. The goal is not for civil society
organizations to take over the legitimate functions of the state, however, but to forge 
a strategic alliance between the state and civil society for poverty reduction.

A new generation of poverty programmes focus on building community organizations
to directly articulate people’s needs and priorities—rather than concentrating on income-
generating activities alone. Some of their greatest successes have been in mobilizing 
and organizing poor women. Experience confirms that, once afforded the opportunity,
communities can quickly build their own organizations and develop their own leaders.
Communities often start with small self-help groups, then combine these into larger
area-based institutions to exert influence with local government or the private sector.
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The most successful community organizations tend to be broad-based—including 
both poor and non-poor—and to use participatory methods to encourage people’s active
involvement. One of their greatest accomplishments is to increase people’s access to
knowledge, skills and technology—often the biggest priority cited by community members.

Focusing Resources on the Poor

Most national poverty programmes rely on targeting benefits to the poor, but still assume
that external agents deliver the benefits and that the poor are passive beneficiaries.
Little wonder that the benefits rarely reach the poor. At the root of this predicament is 
a governance problem.

If the poor lack organization and power, the benefits of poverty programmes are
unlikely to reach them—or, if they do, to make a lasting difference. Effective targeting
follows from empowerment, not the other way around. The very term targeting probably
clouds the issue: better to talk more generally about focusing poverty reduction resources.

One way to focus resources is to adjust macroeconomic policies to make growth more
pro-poor. Another is to direct resources to sectors where
the poor are employed—agriculture, rural off-farm enter-
prises, urban microenterprises. A third way is to allocate
resources to poor areas or communities. To be effective,
this third approach requires a geographical map of poverty
based on a reliable set of human poverty indicators.

Geographical targeting invariably includes many 
non-poor households. But trying to direct resources to

poor households alone is both difficult and expensive. Moreover, if the delivery of
resources to the poor is tied to their empowerment, targeting by government should
probably stop at the community level—and let community organizations take the lead.

UNDP has supported many regional development programmes and rehabilitation
programmes in poor areas. The success of these programmes has depended on combining
decentralization of government decision-making to regional and local authorities with
empowerment of communities. This model has worked well even in countries with
unstable or adverse national conditions.

But programmes that focus resources on poor areas, no matter how successful, might
not reach disadvantaged social groups—women, ethnic minorities, indigenous peoples,
low-status castes. Special interventions are usually needed. Take the situation of
indigenous peoples, who often suffer the most severe poverty.

Self-determination as a people is one of their most pressing demands. Thus
participatory methods are needed more than usual—particularly those that help foster
their distinct languages and cultures. Their self-determination also depends crucially on
control of their ancestral lands and the natural resources these lands contain. Thus
conservation of the environment is often closely tied to protection of their livelihoods.

Sometimes targeting is carried out not by trying to reach a certain group but by using
a certain type of intervention—such as providing basic social services, microfinance or
physical infrastructure. Such interventions are common components of national poverty
programmes, which assume that the poor will benefit most when these resources and
services are offered to all.
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IF THE POOR LACK ORGANIZATION AND POWER, THE
BENEFITS OF POVERTY PROGRAMMES ARE UNLIKELY
TO REACH THEM—OR, IF THEY DO, TO MAKE A 
LASTING DIFFERENCE.
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Restructuring government expenditures to make resources and services more available
to the poor does not guarantee, however, that the poor will use them. In some cases the
moderately poor might benefit more than the extremely poor—such as from rural roads
that can be used to market agricultural products. And when services are offered on a
subsidized basis—as microfinance often still is—they are not financially sustainable.

While such local interventions can often be effective in reaching the poor, the bigger
problem is that too often they are regarded as the core of national poverty programmes
—and as a substitute for reform of national economic policies or governance institutions.

Integrating Key Issues into Poverty Programmes

A general weakness of poverty programmes is their lack of integration. Part of the
problem is that they are seen primarily as a set of targeted interventions—a series of
small-scale projects not integrated with national policies. Another part of the problem 
is the artificial divide between economic and social policies. A third is the habit of
thinking sectorally—and organizing government departments along sectoral lines.
Poverty, a multisectoral problem, does not fit neatly into any one department or ministry.

The problem is especially acute with respect to such issues as gender and the
environment—two major areas of concentration for UNDP. The links between these 
two areas and poverty remain weak.

Most poverty programmes do not focus on gender inequality as a major source of
poverty—despite stark gender differences in human poverty. They rarely incorporate
major components for women or examine how their components will benefit poor
women. Instead, small-scale interventions tend to be preferred for tackling women’s
poverty, downgrading it, in effect, to a minor problem.

Nor do national poverty programmes usually have a strong environmental component.
Even in countries where environmental degradation has a big impact on the poor, the
ministry of environment is rarely represented on government coordinating committees
for poverty reduction. So far, countries have kept poverty plans and environmental 
plans separate.

Part of the reason is the rigid functional divisions within governments that work
against cross-cutting concerns. Another part is the assumption of a straightforward 
causal link between environmental damage and poverty. This assumption leads to
simplistic policies that strive either to reduce poverty at the expense of the environment
or to protect the environment at the expense of the poor. But UNDP has found that
“win-win” solutions exist for both the environment and the poor—policies and public
actions that can break the supposed “downward spiral” of impoverishment and
environmental damage.
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Initiatives to promote basic education and health care—perhaps surprisingly—also
need greater integration with national poverty programmes. The close links between ill
health and lack of income still are not fully appreciated, even in anti-poverty policies.
Recognizing these links is particularly important for combating major health epidemics,
such as malaria and HIV/AIDS, which continue to ravage many developing countries.

Monitoring Progress against Poverty

Countries need a comprehensive but workable monitoring system to gauge their progress
against poverty. Targets for eradicating extreme poverty and substantially reducing overall
poverty should guide this system. And tracking progress against human poverty should

be an integral part of it.
Traditional surveys do not illuminate the causes 

of poverty or generate enough policy-relevant infor-
mation. So large income and expenditure surveys 
will have to be supplemented with rapid monitoring
surveys focused on human poverty and with
participatory assessments.

Many countries want to generate information 
more frequently to influence policy-making, but 
this can be expensive unless done with light surveys,
using short questionnaires and canvassing small but
representative samples. Participatory assessments are

particularly useful for policy-making because they provide valuable insights into how
poor people assess their situation and what they think should be done.

A general weakness of poverty monitoring systems is that they are not designed 
to also provide evaluations of anti-poverty policies and programmes. Thus there is little
systematic verification of what policies work—and what policies do not—to help
countries move closer to their poverty reduction targets.

WHILE SUCH LOCAL INTERVENTIONS CAN OFTEN 
BE EFFECTIVE IN REACHING THE POOR, THE 
BIGGER PROBLEM IS THAT TOO OFTEN THEY ARE
REGARDED AS THE CORE OF NATIONAL POVERTY 
PROGRAMMES—AND AS A SUBSTITUTE FOR 
REFORM OF NATIONAL ECONOMIC POLICIES OR 
GOVERNANCE INSTITUTIONS.
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