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IRONING OUT THE 
QUINTESSENTIAL IRONY 

Double-dealing Way 
of Addressing the 

Food Crisis

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has, yet again, “come 
to the rescue of the poor” in the face of the food price 
crisis in recent months. In May 2008, the ADB president 
Mr. Haruhiko Kuroda made this pronouncement: “The 
situation demands early responses by governments with 

targeted programs that provide direct assistance to the poorest and 
most vulnerable, as well as policy measures that support open and 
distribution of basic commodities across the region.”1 The ADB 
estimates that 1.2 billion poor people in Asia and the Pacific have been 
heavily hit by the soaring food prices. Strangely, the crisis appears 
to bring good tidings for the Bank to immediately commit “US$500 
million in budgetary support to tackle rising food costs in the region 
and pledge to double lending to US$ 2 billion for agriculture in 
2009.”2

Do crises such as this awaken the “humanitarian” nature of 
the Bank, or does it merely fuel business acumen and enterprising 
savvy?

In recent ADB-spearheaded studies, it is suggested that a 
confluence of factors has led to the current food crisis – “several 
long-term structural factors and short-term cyclical factors have 
contributed to the recent rise in food prices,”3 and these include: the 
continuing rise in oil prices; the biofuel factor; the growing demand 
for grains; and policy neglect of agriculture. Cyclical factors such as 
“weakening of the US dollar; declining food stocks; and bad weather 
in key producing countries”4 have exacerbated the crisis, according 
to the studies.

In response, the Bank has outlined short, medium and long-term 
measures. In the immediate term, cash transfers, food-for-work, food 
stamps and school feeding programs will constitute safety nets. In 
the longer term, responses will be designed to enhance productivity, 
increase market access, improve the business climate and deepen 
reforms.

An important element of the Bank’s response is the extension 
of policy support. In the short term, the focus will be on improving 
the efficiency in safety nets program management. In the longer 
term, the Bank will seek to help governments realize judicious fiscal 
management, rationalize incentives through price and trade policy 
reforms, and create an enabling environment for private investment 
in the rural sector. Policy support design and implementation will be 
in collaboration with other development partners. The Bank will work 
closely with other multilateral development banks at the institutional 
level.
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talKing but still Just glib talKing. the adb 
will not be able to eradicate poverty and deliver food 
security for the poor if it fails to give due consideration to 
sustainable agriculture and rural development. 

economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food 
that meets their dietary needs and food preferences 
for an active and healthy life. A companion concept 
is food sovereignty, defined as the right of people 
and sovereign states to democratically determine 
their own agricultural and food policies. That is the 
principle; the present reality is very different.

The meaning of food security has strayed even 
farther away from that definition. More and more, 
food security is getting reduced to a question of 
access. Forget about sufficiency, health and safety, 
people’s participation and sovereignty. You don’t 
need to grow your food to have food security. All you 
need is to have enough money all the time. An oil-
rich country then is food secure. The rich need not 
worry for as long as farmers and fishers are willing 
to trade what they produce and there are factories to 
manufacture food. 

Strategy 2020 reaffirms the vision of a poverty-
free Asia. Its five ‘change drivers’ are private sector 
development and private sector operations, good 
governance and capacity development, gender 
equity, knowledge solutions, and partnerships. The 
five core areas of operations where resources will 
mainly go to are infrastructure, environment and 
climate change, regional cooperation and integration, 
finance sector development and education. Other 
areas include health, agriculture, and disaster 
and emergency assistance. These drivers 
and areas of operations—both core and 
secondary—are guided by three visionary 
strategic agendas: inclusive growth, 
environmentally sustainable growth, and 
regional integration. 

So where is food security? The ADB 
would say it is implicit in the vision and 
entire operations which is more than just 
spelling out agriculture even only as a 

When barraged by critics during the 
May 2008 annual meeting in Madrid, 
the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
president Haruhiko Kuroda said 

there’s no lack of concern for food security on the 
part of ADB. 

ADB went to Madrid to talk mainly about its 
future and money. It came back to Manila happy. 
President Kuroda reported a record $10.1 billion 
loans in 2007. His obra maestra for the ADB’s 
future, Strategy 2020, also known as the Long Term 
Strategic Framework (LTSF), is now up and running. 
He was able to kick-start negotiations on capital 
increase (ordinary capital resources or OCR). And 
he brought home an $11.3 billion commitment to 
replenish the Asian Development Fund (ADF), the 
institution’s soft loan facility dedicated to poverty 
and to meeting the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) by 2015. 

But bringing home the Madrid bacon, so to 
say, did not come easy. Apart from the expected US 
opposition to President Kuroda’s wishes, worries 
about the food crisis clouded the Madrid agenda. 
Many doubted if ADB’s new vision and strategy 
could be of any relief. In what may look like a 
knee-jerk response to criticisms, President Kuroda 
announced his commitment of $500 million in 
immediate budgetary support to address rising food 
costs and pledged to double lending for agriculture 
to $2 billion in 2009. No small deal for a bank 
whose annual lending averages around six billion 
US dollars.

Food security 
in ADB’s Strategy 2020

Food security, as defined by the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO), and presumed to 
be accepted by ADB, refers to a situation that exists 
when all people, at all times, have physical, social and 
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minor area of operations. President Kuroda also 
would argue that infrastructure, as one of the five 
core areas, is basically about rural infrastructure 
like farm-to-market roads, rural electrification, and 
the like; and therefore supportive of agriculture and 
rural development. 

Food security, as 
defined by the Food and 
agriculture organization 

(Fao), and presumed 
to be accepted by adb, 
refers to a situation that 

exists when all people, at 
all times, have physical, 

social and economic 
access to sufficient, safe 
and nutritious food that 

meets their dietary needs 
and food preferences for 
an active and healthy life.

There is more to the non-inclusion of 
agriculture, not to mention sustainable agriculture 
and fisheries, as a core area than meets the eye. That, 
and the overriding emphasis given to private sector 
development and operations, would suggest what 
ADB values most and where its priority lies. 

Poverty has largely been a rural phenomenon 
since ADB was born. Despite rapid urbanization, 
most of the poor today are in rural Asia. How on 
earth can ADB help eradicate poverty and deliver 

food security for the poor if it fails to give due 
consideration to agriculture, especially sustainable 
agriculture and rural development? One cannot help 
suspecting that President Kuroda’s idea of agriculture 
is stuck in the Green Revolution mode of old. Most 
probably, that is where his $500 million immediate 
budget support and $2 billion pledge for increased 
agriculture lending would go. 

The Green Revolution (GR) gave us a fascinating 
kind of farming that depended on a narrow base 
of high-yielding variety (HYV) of seeds, a heavy 
dose of chemical inputs—fertilizers, pesticides and 
herbicides, fungicides—and a profuse supply of 
irrigation water. This HYV-rice farming produced 
‘miracle’ harvests, all right, but at what cost? The 
GR technology pushed farmers down into a rising 
production-falling income trap. Bumper harvests 
cheapened rice prices even as production costs 
continued to rise. Farmers got 100 cavans or more 
per hectare on average but were left with a mounting 
pile of debt. They lost their lands to creditors and 
were consigned to landlessness with little hope of 
recovery. And they got more: farmlands choked in 
chemical pollution; water resources got depleted 
and poisoned; biodiversity declined; and many 
diverse species that used to populate farmlands 
disappeared.

The problem was compounded by government 
failure to provide adequate support in extension, 
irrigation, farm-to-market roads, post-harvest 
facilities, credit and marketing, and insurance for 
crop failure. The hapless farmer was hit by a double-
whammy at the farm gate—he was priced up at entry 
and priced down at exit.

The ADB is indifferent to land reform, arguing 
that it is the borrowing government’s lookout. The 
same goes for fisheries where it concerns reserving 
the coastal areas for small fishers. And yet in 
principle, the ADB sees support for asset reform as 
crucial to poverty reduction.

food security... (cont’d. from page 1.)

tHE odds oF at lEast 
HooKing soMEtHing. Coastal 
zones are the seat of biological 
diversity and source of fish catch. 
However, these zones are now 
heavily polluted with sediment, 
sewage, human and industrial 
wastes.
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A new approach for ensuring food security 
calls for a radical change in the way we do farming. 
Such a view has long been advocated by farmers’ 
movements worldwide. Recently, this perspective 
received a strong boost from the International 
Assessment of Agricultural Science and Technology 
for Development (IAASTD) in a conference held 
in April 2008 in Johannesburg, South Africa. The 
IAASTD admitted to the shortcomings of the GR 
technology and recognized the critical role of 
indigenous knowledge and sustainable agriculture in 
attaining food security. The findings of the three-year 
IAASTD indicate that modern agriculture will have 
to change radically from the dominant corporate 
model if the world is to avoid social breakdown and 
environmental collapse.

the adb is indifferent 
to land reform, arguing 
that it is the borrowing 
government’s lookout. 

the same goes for 
fisheries where it concerns 

reserving the coastal 
areas for small fishers. 
and yet in principle, the 
adb sees support for 

asset reform as crucial to 
poverty reduction.

The IAASTD report—opposed by the 
US, Canada and Australia—criticized genetic 
modification and the conversion of farmlands to 
biofuels production. The so-called GM technology 
was not the way to feed the world’s poor. Growing 
agrofuels to feed cars in lands that used to feed people 
will surely worsen world hunger and malnutrition. 
Which in turn could lead to political destabilization 
and more social conflicts.

The ADB’s obsession with energy and 
infrastructure will not only undermine agriculture, 
it will also enlarge Asia’s carbon footprint and 
threaten the region’s food security. To help attain 
the twin goals of productivity and income without 
compromising environmental sustainability, the 
ADB must give up on high-energy agriculture and 
fisheries. A massive and immediate shift to low-
energy, sustainable food production will require 
huge political and material support from both the 
ADB and its member countries.

The ADB is setting up a climate change 
fund and is targeting $1 billion a year for funding 
renewable energy and energy efficiency initiatives. 
This is laudable but the intent must be seen in light 
of the continued financing for coal, oil and gas. And 
thanks to ADB’s bias, the energy and infrastructure 
sector will soon be mostly in the hands of the private 
sector.

The ADB wants to “scale up private sector 
development and private sector operations in all 
operational areas, reaching 50% of annual operations 
by 2020.” Ironically, the ADB is also well aware of 
the widening disparities between countries, between 
rich and poor, men and women, and urban and rural 
in country after country across the region. And yet, 
it continues to put so much trust on the sector that 
cannot be fully trusted to help close those divides.  

Incidentally, the Eminent Persons Group (EPG), 
considered the source of the major input to Strategy 
2020, sees future Asia as mostly middle class and 
therefore food secure. 

The ADB commits to the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) and sustainable 
development. But its policies and projects indicate 
a bias for economic growth that is proving to be 
unsustainable because of mounting social and 
environmental costs. The growth that we see in 
ADB’s member countries manifests in high-yield but 
poisoned farmlands, in overfishing, in more logging, 
in the further degradation of the soil, in rivers and 
water bodies, in rising air pollution, and in more 
frequent disasters. 

Asia may now be the growth center of the 
world but it is running out of room to grow. Its 
sources are sinking and its sinks are malfunctioning. 
Asia’s fast rising contribution to CO2 emissions is 
worrisome. And ADB has little to offer to counter 
the trend. Its safeguard policies (environment, 
involuntary resettlement, and indigenous peoples) 
are not working in many cases. From a human rights 
perspective, these safeguards were inadequate to 
begin with. Now, these safeguards are on the line of 
fire and may be weakened further.

Food and energy (in)security
Food security or energy security means having 

the money to buy. In a sense, there is no crisis for the 
rich; there is crisis only for the poor. 

Suppose money is not the issue, would there 
still be enough to feed everyone? Is there enough 
for the world’s 6.6 billion, for Asia’s more than 3 
billion people? Maybe, maybe not. There is enough 
for everyone’s need but not for everyone’s greed, if 
you believe Gandhi. In communities that are used to 
sharing, if there is enough food for two there is food 
for three. It may not really be a problem of carrying 
capacity but of justice, though we cannot make light 
of rapid population growth.

(cont’d. on page 4.)
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Food production has a huge climate footprint. 
Obviously, climate change threatens food security. 
Agriculture and fisheries, and their associated 
activities, all run on oil. When oil prices rise you get 
a drop in production. When they soar to levels like 
we see now, you get recession. 

the adb commits to the 
Millennium development 

goals (Mdgs) and 
sustainable development. 

but its policies and 
projects indicate a bias 

for economic growth 
that is proving to be 

unsustainable because 
of mounting social and 
environmental costs.

Food crisis together with oil crisis make a deadly 
combination. 

Why has it come to this? Maybe it is peak oil; 
maybe the earth can no longer feed so many people. 
It is hard to say where this situation is leading to and 
how it is going to end. You might say we have been 
through crisis after crisis before, there is no reason 
why we cannot ride out this one. Let us hope it is not 
a sign that global warming has crossed the limits.

Beauty, like ugliness, is in the eye of the 
beholder. In this crisis, you see both. Maybe the high 
prices of oil and food are just right because they 
somehow reflect the true costs of production and 
consumption. Thanks to this crisis, people are forced 
to go on oil and food diets. When they do that, our 
health and environment would be served better. The 
crisis is also a test of our good sense, solidarity and 
resilience.

Problem is, oil and food prices are soaring not 
because they account for the full costs of resource 
depletion and environmental pollution and the 
needed rehabilitation. The increases may be due 
mainly to monopoly and the greed of a few big oil 
and food companies who make money while we and 
our environment suffer. The ADB may be responsible 
due to its policies that effectively, though indirectly, 
subsidize the rich and perpetuate thus their greed.

The crisis makes good counsel, telling us that 
it is about time we consumed less; adopted clean 
and green production; and slowed down. It makes 
compelling reason for a shift to soft energy paths and 
sustainable food production.

Renewable energy should get an increasing 
share in the energy mix. It is about time we shifted 
from high-carbon to low-carbon food production. 
Agriculture, to say nothing about deforestation, 
contributes hugely to climate change. Reducing or 
abstaining from the use of fossil-based, high energy 
inputs will instantly reduce agriculture’s CO2 
emissions, in addition to easing the heavy oil import 
bills of the ADB’s borrowing nations.

Sustainable farming 
and food security

If only we could shorten the food mile, meaning 
growing food as close as possible to where it is 
consumed. This way we reduce the carbon fooprint 
of our food as we strive to become more secure in 
food. It is crazy that corn has to leave our farm gate 
and made to circle the world and return to us as corn 
chips. Wherever we are–in the city or countryside-
-we can help grow food. A tiny plot can supply a 
family with enough veggies. In Singapore, part of 
the demand for vegetable could be met through 
rooftop gardening.

We have to change our eating habits, too. It is 
not only about rice. A full healthy meal can be had 
with just a fistful of unpolished organic rice, corn, 
sweet potato, yam, veggies, fish, meat, fruits. 

Sustainable farming and ecological waste 
management could go hand in hand. We do not need 
waste landfills and dumpsites. Dumpsites can be 
closed immediately and biodegradables can be turned 
into organic fertilizers and distributed to farmers to 
augment the composting they themselves do in their 
own farms. Together with watershed management 
and climate change adaptation measures, ecological 
farming can help ensure food security. 

Appropriate farming systems and practices are 
already in place, ranging from low external input 
to full organic practices. An example is the system 
of rice intensification (SRI), a rice farming cultural 
practice that involves early transplanting; wide 
spacing and single plant a hill; intermittent irrigation 
and therefore less water use; three or four times 
weeding in a cropping cycle; and use of organic 
compost. This practice is now being adopted by a 
growing number of farmers in Asia and elsewhere.

Small farmers are breeding their own seeds, and 
making their own organic fertilizers from materials 
available within the farm and neighborhood. They 
are managing communal irrigation systems and 
watershed areas. They educate each other on how 
best to promote, plan and practice sustainable 
agriculture and rural development. In Thailand small 
farmers bring their produce directly to market centers 
and negotiate a fair price. If only farmers can get all 
the basic support from government–farmer schools, 
barrio roads, irrigation, hand tractors, shredders, 
composters, dryers, silos, market centers, credit and 
insurance for crop failure–there is no reason why our 
agriculture could not become sustainable. 

food security... (cont’d. from page 3.)
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Consumers can help. They can buy only organics; 
pay a premium for soil and water regeneration and 
watershed protection; and lend a hand in promoting 
ecological farming in government, schools and 
media. They can help elevate farming as an equal of 
other professions.

Sustainable fishing 
and food security

Coastal fishers have been striving to make 
fishing sustainable. But they are up against an even 
worse tragedy, a tragedy that usually befalls the 
commons. Just 10% of the world’s oceans, coastal 
zones are the seat of biological diversity and the 
source of nearly all the fish catch. These zones are 
now heavily polluted with sediment, sewage, and 
human and industrial wastes. 

Small fishers and their communities are among 
the poorest, although their habitat is rich in gifts and 
their labor enriches the nation. Basic services like 
education, health, water and sanitation have not 
worked for them generally. The MDG that ADB 
committed to achieve for the Asian poor has made 
little progress in coastal fishing communities. 

The tragedy expresses in many ways and 
forms. You see it in rising ocean temperatures; in 
the collapse of major fishing grounds; degradation 
of mangroves and coral reefs; ‘fishless’ oceans; 
malfunctioning estuaries and coastal areas; fish price 
inflation; and no fish diet. This is the legacy of 200 
years of industrial fishing; of fishing going global; 
of advances in technology from trawl to sonar to 
satellite; and of policies and institutions that tend 
to facilitate fisheries destruction. Even more basic, 
the tragedy is a consequence of a hunter mindset 
that respects no boundaries and thinks that fish will 
always be there for the taking. 

Yes, it is a tragedy of the commons, a tragedy 
for all of us. It is true we all suffer but the poor 
among us suffer more. We may all be responsible, 
but some will have to answer for more. Surely, we 
are not equally responsible for what happened and 
continues to happen to our fisheries. 

Fisheries development is basically oriented to 
growing the economy. Send the big boats out to sea 
and you will get a higher GDP. Fisheries as usual 
is technology-dependent and capital-intensive and 
biased for the rich and so-called national interest, 
whatever that means.

In fairness, some fisheries development projects 
funded by ADB had small community-based coastal 
resources management (CB-CRM) components. Yet 
these are marginal relative to the direct and indirect 
support enjoyed by big fishing.

Oceans are warming and failing in their function 
as stabilizers of the global climate system. They can 
no longer capture carbon emissions and dissolve 
wastes as well as they used to do. They could only 
take so much shit, as it were, and beyond that their 
ecological functions start to fail. With mangroves 

and corals gone, not only are fish rendered homeless; 
nothing more stands between vulnerable coastal 
communities and the raging tsunamis. 

A food secure Asian future 
Knowing where we are now, it is a hard struggle 

to be optimistic. But we can always look forward 
to a future where every Asian has access to healthy 
food at all times. What that means is sustainable 
farming and fishing and effective natural resource 
management, and food factories producing not junk 
but enough healthy food at affordable prices.

Let us scenario a future where Green Revolution 
really means green, where farmers are sovereign and 
practice sustainable farming to produce green crops, 
livestock and freshwater fish and biomass fuels for 
themselves and the whole nation. Suppose most of 
the big boats are grounded and destructive fishing 
is no more. Coastal zones are reserved for exclusive 
use by small fishers; coasts are cleaned up; rivers 
and forests are restored; and waste dumping in water 
bodies is no more. Aquaculture is expanded and done 
ecologically. More, let us say 20% of oceans are 
already secured as global marine protected areas and 
the UN and other intergovernmental organizations 
are able to manage them well. 

We may not be able to do all that before 
climate change breaches the so-called tipping point. 
Whatever, we owe it to ourselves to do something 
like all these now, not a day later.  n

Isagani Serrano is a founding member of the 
NGO Forum on ADB. He is the Vice-President of 
the Philippine Rural Reconstruction Movement 
(PRRM). The PRRM is an NGO in the Philippines 
dedicated to bringing development especially to the 
poorest people.

tHis FaCt is rarElY CHallEngEd. 
the poor—especially women, infants 
and children—are the ones heavily hit 
by the soaring food prices. 
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ASSISTANCE DOING MORE HARM THAN GOOD?

The Case of Food Security in 
People’s Republic of China 

by Wing lam

Food security has once again made news headlines as one of the major concerns of the world at 
large. For a long time, food insecurity and hunger were perceived as threats exclusive to the poor, 
economically backward and populous countries. But, the food price spiral since the beginning of 
year 2008 appears to refute such proposition and has made one believe that food insecurity is no 
longer ‘their’ problem, but also for those who live in rich, well-fed countries in the North.

PERSPECTIVE FROM THE REGION 
(MEKONG)

The prices of rice, for 
instance, nearly tripled in the 
first four months of 2008.1 Price 
of wheat and other staple crops 
also rose in similar fashion. 
On February 13, the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) 
announced that 36 countries were 
in crisis as a result of higher food 
prices and would require external 
assistance. Of those, 21 were in 
hunger-ravaged Africa. World 
governments gathered in Rome 
last June to show their sincere 
commitment to tackle the world 
food crisis. The food problem was 
expected to be a dominant topic in 
the G8 meeting in Japan in early 
July. A rare phenomenon in recent 
decades, everyone feels the heat 
and vows to do something about 
it.

There seems to be no general 
c o n s e n s u s 
over whom 
and what to 
blame for the 
crisis: higher 
energy and 

fertilizer costs, 
greater global 

d e m a n d , 

droughts, the loss of rice farmlands 
to biofuel plantations, and price 
speculation of staple crops are 
amongst the major contributing 
factors. Climate change also plays 
a part in fuelling the problem. The 
ADB says that while stocks of 
rice are the lowest they have been 
in a decade, the real problem is 
one of price: the ability of poor 
people to buy food.2 Higher 
disposable incomes in rapidly 
developing Asian economies 
and a shift to greater meat-based 
protein consumption have led 
to greater demand for food and 
feed grains in the region.3 This 
seems to paradoxically suggest 
that development has backfired 
on itself for creating its own 
problem. Is that so? The reasons 
contributing to the current food 
crisis go beyond the simple, 
textbook economic explanations; 
they are consequences of industry-
biased economic structural 
changes; poor public investment 
in agriculture; dominance of a few 
transnational agribusiness firms 
in the global food supply chain; 
and a distorted global agricultural 
trade system starting to bite.

China faces 
challenges in tackling 
its own food crisis

China, alongside India, has 
been singled out for playing a role 
in pushing up global food and oil 
prices for their rapid economic 
growth and increasingly affluent 
population. The accusation 
seems not entirely fair as the two 
countries have a reasonably high 
level of self-reliance in food. For 
instance, China produces 95% of 
the food it consumes, and food 
trade has been administered and 
closely monitored. The extent to 
which China and India will buy 
out world food is not factually 
convincing, at least not for now 
or in the very near future. 

Nonetheless, China already 
experienced its own food crisis 
prior to the bitterness of the food 
price hike around the globe. In 
mid-2007, the Chinese public 
already felt the pressure of 
increasing prices, especially for 
grain, pork and diary products. 
Food prices rose 12.3% in 2007 
compared with the same period 
in 2006, which contributed to an 
85.4 percent rise in the Consumer 
Price Index (CPI) rise.4 Soaring 
prices continued in 2008 after a 
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short-lived sign of slowing down. 
Government statistics show that 
in the January-February period, 
prices of soya beans rose 41.6%, 
corn, 14.4% and wheat, 8.8%. 
Since then, food inflation has 
been standing at double figure. 

Struggling to keep the lid 
on inflated food prices, with 
shortages and ongoing price spiral 
beginning to hammer public 
confidence in food availability, 
a series of measures to curb 
prices has been introduced. The 
government appears to make 
every effort to contain the problem 
domestically.

On the supply side, the 
export of a number of staple 
foods has been banned, and 
temporary quotas on the export 
of grain including wheat, corn 
and rice flour have been set since 
late 2007. In early 2008, China 
abolished tax rebates for grain 
exports and levied export tax on 
57 types of grain and processed 
grain products.5 Effectively, 
grain exports dropped by 72.8% 
in the first quarter of 2008, 
as compared with the same 
period in 2007.6 To strengthen 
domestic food availability, the 
Chinese government increased 
the minimum purchase of price 
for grain twice in the first three 
months of 2008 to encourage grain 
production.7 The government also 
promised more public investment 
in agriculture and more support 
(including direct subsidies) to 
farmers. 

On the demand side, the 
government has kept food prices 
low to assure the public, especially 
urban residents, and for them not 
to be dramatically affected by the 
rising trend. Large producers and 
wholesalers need approval before 
increasing prices on grains, edible 
oil, meat products, eggs and milk. 
The government has used its 
reserve stockpile to increase the 
supply of grain and to further 
stabilize grain price. China has 
increased the monthly minimum 
living allowance by 15 yuan 
(US$2.15) per person in urban 
areas and by 10 yuan (US$1.43) 
for rural residents in 2008 to 

ensure that the low-income 
group can cope with rising food 
prices. In response, the Beijing 
government announced it would 
raise the minimum salary by 10% 
and increase cash payouts for 
families living below the poverty 
line effective on July 1.8 A similar 
raise has been gradually rolled 
out in other Chinese provinces. 

The Chinese government’s 
responses to the food crisis have 
earned international praise, 
although World Bank and ADB 
expressed discontent over China’s 
export ban and price control of 
grain products.9 The effectiveness 
of these measures remains to be 
examined as food price pressures 
is still rampant in the country. In 
June, the government reported 
that CPI for food rose by 19.9%; 
of which, meat products increased 
by an alarming rate of 37.8% and 
grain by 8.96% in May.10

The contributing factors of 
the food price hike in China are 
multi-faceted. While many put 
the blame on China’s overheating 
economy and excess liquidity,11 
other factors include the loss of 
farmland and human resources to 
industrial development; rampant 
pollution of water and soil erosion 
resulting from deforestation and 
desertification; and increasing 
cost of fertilizers and agricultural 
input, which effectively force 
farmers out of agriculture. The 
government hopes economic 
incentives work best to encourage 
food production. It will, but not 
without an enabling environment 
for farmers to do their job and 
tap market opportunities. Recent 
government efforts in stabilizing 
food price and boosting supply 
are welcomed, but may not be 
sustainable if there is no political 
will in looking into the root 
causes of the food problem and 
addressing them through public 
policy. Particularly, questions 
should be asked why agriculture 
is still shrinking in spite of 
increasing public investment in 
agriculture year after year.

In the beginning of 2008, the 
State Council approved 95.063 
billion yuan in subsidies for 

farmers. Those who grew wheat 
and oilseeds each received 1 
billion yuan.12 But according to 
a farmer living in Babao county 
of Liaoning Province and who is 
growing 2.7 hectares of paddies 
and 0.7 hectares of corn and 
making an annual net income 
of 20,000 yuan (US$2857), the 
subsidy for individuals is limited 
as the agricultural costs have 
increased by nearly 50 percent.13

Access to food has 
the same importance 
as boosting food 
supply

Food security is not only 
about how much food is available, 
but more importantly how one 
accesses the available food for a 
healthy life. Boosting the supply 
of food is not very meaningful 
if they fall only in the hands of 
a few, leaving millions on an 
empty stomach. The current food 
crisis has shown the ugly truth of 
social and economic inequality 
that makes the poor more and 
more vulnerable to risk and crisis. 
When price has gradually become 
a key, if not the only, medium to 
access food, how the poor could 
secure minimum access to food 
at an affordable price is of great 
importance. 

Compared with other 
countries, the Chinese is likely 
to survive the recent food price 
hike, thanks to the government’s 
heavy-handed approach in 
curbing price and grain harvests 
in the past four years. How long is 
the grain stock going to last? How 
effective are the administrative 
orders in curbing prices and 
making them artificially low in 
the medium- and long-term? 
There are already reports of food 
stuff being smuggled from China 
to its neighboring countries.14

Emphasis should be placed 
not only on boosting food 
supply but also on strengthening 
sustainable food access of the 
vulnerable groups in the short-, 
medium-, and long-term. It takes 
time to increase food supply. The 

(cont’d. on page 8.)
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increase in wage salary always 
lags behind price inflation. Who 
will be hurt most before food 
supplies fill the market and bring 
down market price for food? The 
20 million rural migrant workers 
who move out of agriculture 
to make a living in cities have 
noticeably suffered the most. 
In an interview, Li Guangda, 
a former farmer from Hebei 
Province and now a migrant 
worker in a construction site in 
Beijing’s central business district 
said, “my monthly payment of 
2000 yuan (US$286) can hardly 
make ends meet for my family 
of six. The money buys only 
half the quantity of grain it could 
purchase four years ago.”15 Like 
millions of other migrant workers 
eking out a living in cities, Li 
is not entitled to any social 
welfare benefit. Thus, he would 
not benefit from the increased 
cash payout under the minimum 
living allowance scheme. Food 
price hike effectively increases 
their food budget, which in turn 
impacts on their overall well-
being, to include their health 
care and children’s access to 
education. 

In China, the NGOs are 
hardpressed to challenge the 
government’s role in dealing 
with the food problem given the 
political context and limited space 

for NGOs to play a meaningful 
role in advocating policy. Having 
said that, NGOs in China can still 
play a part to help promote and 
protect the vulnerable groups’ 
access to food. Monitoring policy 
implementation and documenting 
cases of how the poor and 
marginalized groups are affected 
in food access can be helpful. 
Constructive engagement with 
government to draw their genuine 
attention to the voices of the poor 
and marginalized and considering 
these while crafting food security 
policy is also important. Grassroot 
NGOs who provide direct service 
to the poor and marginalized 
groups should be sensitive to 
the impacts of the recent food 
crisis to their service group, and 
should proactively assist them 
in protecting their food access 
through program efforts.

IFIs can and should 
play a constructive 
role 

At the international level, 
international organizations 
and International Financial 
Institutions (IFIs) should take the 
lead in advocating governments 
around the world, especially from 
the developed countries, to look 
into the root causes of the food 
crisis. Not many countries are 
like China or India which can 
fend off international pressures 

when formulating food security 
policy that they deem best for 
their people.16 Many hunger-
prone countries neither have the 
fiscal nor the political capacity to 
promote available domestic food 
and protect their people’s food 
access. This is why IFIs can and 
should do their part. 

Development assistance 
of World Bank and ADB to 
developing countries has 
noticeably shifted from agri-
cultural and rural development 
to private sector development.17 
According to ADB’s 2007 
Annual Report, ADB’s loans and 
grants on Agriculture and Natural 
Resources in 2006 were sharply 
reduced from US$800.2 million 
(or 11% of the total loans) and 
US$130.6 million (or 24% of 
the total grants) respectively, to 
only US$146.3 million (or 1% 
of the total loans) and US$22.8 
million (or 3% of the total grants) 
in 2007.18 In line with the theme 
on growth, the projects falling 
under the category of agriculture 
appear to be heavily focused on 
agricultural commercialization 
and marketing. This may not be 
surprising as the Banks have long 
encouraged countries to dismantle 
government-run grain buffer 
stock, have opposed countries 
to setup marketing boards, 
agricultural research and feed 
banks, which could have played 

PRC... (cont’d. from page 7.)
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a vital role in alleviating current 
food shortages, in the name of 
deregulation and liberalisation. 
Farmers are encouraged to shift 
to export crops which contributed 
to the scarcity of basic food 
stuff for domestic consumption. 
The Banks oversee a systematic 
lack of investment in necessary 
infrastructures and promote the 
privatization of water and the 
dismantling of tariffs which 
generated revenue for support 
programs; thus leading to declining 
incomes for rural producers. 
There may be some truth in that 
the market holds wisdom when 
allocating resources, but it cannot 
be trusted with the fullest power 
to run a freehand. Market tends to 
discriminate against the poor and 

those who lack the capability to 
catch up with the ‘market’ game. 

The current food crisis offers 
a good lesson to learn, yet once 
again, at the expense of the poor. 
Genuine actions are required, not 
lip promises. It is now time for 
countries of both developed and 
developing countries to reflect on 
not only national food security 
policy but also on a sustainable 
global food security strategy. The 
World Bank’s 10-point plan to 
boost lending in agriculture and 
ADB’s promise of massive lending 
in budget supports to tackle food 
price hike are welcomed, but 
these should be considered as a 
short-term rescue package. A well 
thought-through review of the 
Bank’s lending focus is urgently 

needed to fulfill the Banks’ role in 
poverty alleviation, particularly in 
ensuring the poor and vulnerable 
groups’ food security at the 
forefront.  n
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Food Crisis in Tajikistan
by sergei Vorsin

It has been one extremely difficult season after the other. After severe energy shortages in the freezing 
winter, Tajikistan experiences dramatic increase of food prices in spring. Bread has become an expensive 
commodity in the Central Asian republics, especially in Tajikistan which is one of the poorest countries 
in the region. In just a span of five months, the price of bread went up sixfold. Experts believe that 
this has a direct link to the increase of the prices of grain in Kazakhstan and Russia. And 60% of what 

dough and grain Tajikistan needs are exported from Kazakhstan and Russia. The economy of Tajikistan is 
devoid of hydrocarbon reserves and is not comparable to that of Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. In contrast to 
these two States, Tajikistan has only hydroelectric power as an energy resource, and it remains dependent on 
gas imports from Uzbekistan. 

Undoubtedly, the food crisis affects a 
significant number of population in the Central 
Asian region. According to the United Nations 
(UN), land degradation and unsustainable use of 

natural resources affect the health and economic 
situation of one third of the total Central Asia 

population, and Tajikistan struggles to 
survive the crisis. It has been hit hardest 
by the simultaneous spikes in food 
price. Rising prices for food, fuel and 
transport are forcing people to spend 

more money than before, exacerbating 
their already difficult situation. 

According to the United Nations 
World Food Program (UNWFP), 

prices of bread and vegetable 
oil in Tajikistan have more 

than doubled since August 
2007, while the prices of 

most other basic foods 
have increased by 

more than 50 percent. 
Further, a UNWFP 
representative said 
that the country 
is in the grip of 
a serious food 
crisis. According 
to their estimates, 
at least half a 
million local 

people are now 
unable to afford 

even the minimum 
food purchases. In 

this context, UNWFP 
is seeking increased 

donations and distributing them to those countries in 
the worst immediate need, including Tajikistan. 

The food crisis in Tajikistan continues to 
worsen. Because of the energy crisis, enterprises 
have undergone huge losses; thus, many people are 
without a main source of income. And when there’s 
no income, there is no money to purchase even the 
basic necessities. Meat has long been missing from 
the diet of most Tajik families. Food consists mostly 
of bread and rice, occasionally opening up the bank 
with jam or other winter stocks. Rural people start 
to cut their cattle to feed themselves. At Dushanbe 
markets, prices of meat and flour skyrocket.

The situation has also radically changed the 
economic and cultural landscapes in rural areas. 
Nearly one million citizens of Tajikistan (or every 
third citizen) are constantly working abroad to earn 
money. Every year, they fork in 50% of Tajikistan’s 
GDP, or about $1 billion worth of remittances. Since 
the State cannot provide the needed jobs for its 
citizens, most Tajiks are forced to work abroad to 
feed their families. The population of Tajikistan feels 
betrayed. The State cannot provide normal conditions 
for people’s lives, and the latter’s emigration is 
probably the only possible response to this. While 
the Tajik population is not rallying yet, protest 
actions are already being reported in Uzbekistan 
nearby, specifically in the Ferghana, Andijan and 
Namangan regions.

A confluence of factors has resulted in the current 
food crisis in Tajikistan. Rapid urban development 
has resulted in land conversion designed to meet 
the housing needs of a growing population. Another 
contributing factor is the cultivation of crops that are 
processed for biofuels, known to be more profitable 
in the short-term. 

PERSPECTIVE FROM THE REGION
(CENTRAL ASIA)
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but loans and aids are not 
a quick-fix solution to the 
problem. Warm blankets, 

petrol and food aid are not 
enough to solve the food 
shortage. the us$ 10-

million WFP aid intended 
to reach one million tajiks, 
or the multi-million loans 

coming from iFis are mere 
stop gap measures that do 

not address the issue of 
food crisis in the

first place. 

International organizations raise the alarm 
in connection with Tajikistan’s food crisis. In 
February, organizations working under UN 
auspices, appealed to donor countries to support 
their initiatives to aid the Central Asian republic in 
this humanitarian catastrophe. Among those States 
which have responded to the appeal for urgent 
government assistance include Russia, Kazakhstan, 
Turkmenistan, Germany, Iran, Netherlands, Turkey, 
USA, Saudi Arabia, as well as the European Union 
and the World Bank. The World Bank pledged to 
Tajikistan two grants totaling US$9 million in the 
form of finance purchases of food and health support 

projects to help the poor. And then you have the 
International Financial Institutions (IFIs) such as the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) investing in the 
agricultural sector. The ADB has invested more than 
US$ 99 million in the agricultural sector; in other 
words, the government has long been taking loans 
from the ADB. 

But loans and aids are not a quick-fix solution 
to the problem. Warm blankets, petrol and food aid 
are not enough to solve the food shortage. The US$ 
10-million WFP aid intended to reach one million 
Tajiks, or the multi-million loans coming from IFIs 
are mere stop gap measures that do not address the 
issue of food crisis in the first place. The government 
cannot simply rely on charity or foreign aid. Serious 
and long-term steps are needed to address the food 
crisis. There is a need to re-evaluate the economic 
reforms instituted by the State and for one, to look 
into the agriculture sector which has long been 
neglected and misprioritized.

It is ironic that in the midst of this crisis, the 
head of State was preoccupied with other domestic 
concerns such as changing names and labels (“from 
Russian to Tajik Giant”), cancellation of holidays, 
and other non-pressing issues. And with the onset 
of spring in Tajikistan come new disasters such 
as floods, mudflows and landslides. And for the 
head of State, this gives another excuse to call for 
“humanitarian aid.”  n

Sergei Vorsin is part of the Youth Ecological 
Center, a union of youth, scientists and teachers for 
the ecological education of the general population 
and the distribution of independent social/ecological 
information. Mr. Vorsin is based in Dushanbe, 
Tajikistan.

Far rEMoVEd FroM tHE rEalM oF rEalitY. despite farmers’ 
claim that it is not a profitable source of livelihood, the government 
continues to require them to plant cotton.  
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benchmarks are derived from 
national accounts and from a more 
general pattern of consumption 
in different countries. There are 
two obvious problems here. Even 
in Bangladesh’s case, although 
services contribute about half 
the GDP, consumption pattern of 
individuals or households living 
in poverty would hardly reflect 
such a trend. Secondly, the poor 
buy commodities in much smaller 
quantities that would naturally 
mean they end up paying more 
in the long run – buying a few 
hundred milligrams of cooking 
oil instead of a five-liter pack for 
instance.    

In Search of the Real 
Poverty Benchmarks

by tanim ahmed

Poverty is not merely a bundle of economic goods with price tags upon them. It is not merely 
so much rice, so many pencils or paracetamol. It arises from the lack of ability to effectively 
participate in social life or the lack of voice in political representation. It arises from one’s sense 
of insecurity. It arises from the desperation and frustration of not being able to provide for one’s 
children. It arises from the sense that one is deprived of the opportunities to live a better, or in 
this case, a more human life.

To begin with an 
oversimplified example, let us 
assume that human well-being is 
measured by their ability to pay 
for haircuts – the more haircuts 
one is able to pay for, the better 
off one is. A haircut would cost 
around $10 in New York and 
about Tk 20 in Dhaka. It would 
mean that two persons with the 
same earning, for instance $10 
or Tk 700 per day, would have 
distinctly different purchasing 
powers. One would be able to pay 
for one haircut while the other, 
35. Since haircuts are the basis 
of well-being, the Bangladeshi 
would be 35 times better off than 
the American. Needless to say, it 
does not work out that way.  

Well-being does not depend 
on the number of haircuts but 
on a host of other more essential 
services and commodities. 
Services, as one would find in the 
case of haircuts, boot polishing or 
plumbing, are comparatively far 
costlier in developed countries 
than they are in poor countries 
like Bangladesh, especially when 
compared to the proportional 
differences in prices of other 
commodities like food and 
clothing. In other words, between 
rich and poor countries, prices of 
commodities vary less than those 
of services i.e., purchasing power 
would not vary as much in the 
case of those commodities as it 
would for services in the United 
States and Bangladesh.

Before even going into the 
latest poverty figures released by 
the World Bank on August 26, 
2008 and what it implies, one 
must first question the bench-
mark for poverty expressed 
in purchasing capacity called 
Purchasing Power Parity. The 
much popular ‘dollar a day’ was 
expressed in this purchasing 
capacity terms across the world 
and meant to be equivalent to the 
purchasing capacity of $1 in the 
United States – the base country – 
in 1985, changed to $1.03 in 1993 
and, according to the latest study, 
$1.25 in 2005. The question is 
what the equivalent of $1.25 in 
takas meant to purchase.  

The bundle of choices for 
households or individuals in 
dire poverty would be distinctly 
different from those better 
off. The poor spend a high 
proportion of their income 
on basic needs whereas those 
better off spend a lesser 
proportion on such items, with 
a substantial portion 
of their incomes 
p u r c h a s i n g 
s e r v i c e s . 
But such 

PERSPECTIVE FROM THE REGION
(SOUTH ASIA)

(Photo by Joanna levitt, international 
accountability Project).
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the general contention 
of most critical 

analyses regarding 
the World bank’s 

poverty estimates is 
that it undercounts 

poverty and thereby 
projects a rosier 

picture of poverty. 
Critics, therefore, 

make the claim that 
poverty estimates 
should be made in 
a more inclusive 

manner, taking into 
consideration a wider 

variety of data to make 
it more robust and 

acceptable. 

the bundle of choices 
for households or 
individuals in dire 
poverty would be 
distinctly different 
from those better 

off. the poor spend 
a high proportion of 

their income on basic 
needs whereas those 

better off spend a 
lesser proportion on 
such items, with a 
substantial portion 
of their incomes 

purchasing services.

The two figures could make 
a substantial difference as regards 
the number and percentage 
of poor people in Bangladesh 
that could challenge the 
government’s claimed progress 
in poverty reduction, especially 
in the context of Millennium 
Development Goals. It is not 
that attainment of these UN 
development goals would mean 
substantial improvement in an 
economic system that inherently 
breeds poverty, but the new 
statistics and benchmarks would 
certainly cause governments to 
revise their statistics and review 
their supposed progress based on 
this new information.    

A new working paper from 
the World Bank, “The Developing 
World Is Poorer Than We Thought, 
But No Less Successful in the 
Fight against Poverty,” by two 
of its economists, Shaohua Chen 
and Martin Ravallion, revised the 
previous poverty benchmark to 
the equivalent of $1.25 in 2005 
in the United States, instead of 
the $1.03 in 1993. This revision 
saw the number of poor people 
increase from about 879 million, 
as reported by the World Bank 
earlier, to almost 1.4 billion. 
That is a difference of over half 
a billion people living in extreme 
poverty.  

(cont’d. on page 14.)

Another recent study by the 
Asian Development Bank strives 
to capture that precise difference 
in an attempt to arrive at a more 
balanced poverty benchmark for 
Asia. It shows that the bottom 
30 per cent of the Bangladeshi 
population spend 65.6 per cent 
of their household expenditure 
on food and drink while the 
average household spends just 
over half. In purchase power 
terms, $1 dollar translates 
into about Tk 14 according to 
general consumption patterns 
but it is about Tk 25 according to 
household consumption patterns. 
What it means is that the poverty 
benchmark translates into a 
higher purchasing power when 
considered on the basis of general 
consumption but far lower 
when considered on the basis of 
household consumption. When 
Tk 14 is considered equivalent 
to the ‘dollar a day’ benchmark, 
it means that an individual 
would be able to procure enough 
commodities and services to 
escape poverty by spending 
Tk 14 every day. In the other case 
it would mean that the individual 
requirement to escape poverty 
would be Tk 25.    

As other estimates and 
analyses point out, revision 
of these benchmarks by small 
margins result in huge differences 
in the numbers and as Sanjay 
Reddy, an assistant professor of 
economics at Columbia University 
in the United States, points out, 
such a difference that results from 
slight changes in the benchmark 
would render the benchmark 
itself ‘unfit for use’ in most cases 
pertaining to economic statistics. 
According to analyses, if the 
benchmark is revised upwards to 
$1.45 in 2005, which is closer to 
$1.03 in 1993 in terms of prices, 
then the number of poor increases 
to 1.72 billion. If the year 2005, 
on the other hand, is taken back to 
2003, then the developing world’s 
poverty reduction rate would 
show substantial deterioration so 

as not to favor the claim made in 
the World Bank paper.

Then, of course, there is 
the factor of China and India 
that skews the overall poverty 
figures substantially and makes 
allowances for the claim of 
having attained substantial 
poverty reduction, although sub-
Saharan Africa’s number of poor 
have increased by all estimates. 
The Asian Development Bank 
set the poverty benchmark at 
an equivalent of $1.35 in 2005 
in purchasing power, which 
according to the Key Indicators 
of the Asia and the Pacific 2008, 
is Tk 22.64 in 2005.   

The general contention of 
most critical analyses regarding 
the World Bank’s poverty 
estimates is that it undercounts 
poverty and thereby projects a 
rosier picture of poverty. Critics, 
therefore, make the claim that 
poverty estimates should be made 
in a more inclusive manner, taking 
into consideration a wider variety 
of data to make it more robust and 
acceptable.
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Another point that must be 
made is that the global context 
has gone through significant 
transformations in the past two 
years with fuel and food prices 
rising phenomenally and inflation 
increasing markedly. During this 
time, currencies have seen their 
purchasing power decrease and 
their cost of living rise. In the case 
of Bangladesh, these months have 
also seen a perceptible increase in 
employment that could only mean 
further decrease in real wages. 

translate that value into a globally 
acceptable unit such as the 
purchasing power parity. The value 
of PPP dollars then would require 
further revision. However, this 
bundle would typically include 
‘needs’ or ‘necessities’ that are 
tradable in the market; items 
that have a price tag to be more 
precise. Thus, it would include 
food, shelter, clothing, medicine 
and books but not such things as 
security or happiness or leisure, 
which should be considered as 
crucial when ascertaining even 
dire poverty. 

The very proposition that an 
individual’s degree of happiness be 
included as a factor for assessing 
dire poverty might well be 
summarily dismissed considering 
that it is a luxury that not even 
the rich might claim to have. Let 
us consider the advertisement of 
a Bangladeshi mobile operator 
that captured the imagination of 
many. In ‘din bodlaise’ – roughly 
meaning ‘times have changed’ 
in English – the young boy in 
monochrome grows up to inherit 
the livelihood of his forefathers 
who were fishermen, but does 
not have to sell his catch to the 
parasitic middleman and therefore 
is ostensibly better off.

That young boy in 
monochrome had wanted to visit 
the fair and by evening, after his 
father had sold the entire catch 
for a paltry sum, realized that it 

was not to be. The look on his 
father’s face told him a visit to 
the fair was out of the question. 
It appears he tears himself away 
from the fireworks that shoot off 
the fairgrounds as night settles 
and his father tugs his hand. In the 
next generation that young boy, 
now a man, having sold his catch 
for a good price, takes up his 
young son – who has stood first in 
his class by the way – in his arms 
declaring that they would visit the 
fair that evening.    

Poverty is not merely a 
bundle of economic goods 
with price tags upon them. It is 
not merely so much rice, or so 
many pencils or paracetamol. It 
arises from the lack of ability to 
effectively participate in social 
life or the lack of voice in political 
representation. It arises from one’s 
sense of insecurity. It arises from 
the desperation and frustration 
of not being able to provide for 
one’s children. It arises from the 
sense that one is deprived of the 
opportunities to live a better, or in 
this case, a more human life.

Benchmarks...(cont’d. from page 13.)
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Regardless of all the analyses 
and estimates and regardless of the 
robustness of whatever estimates 
are employed to ascertain poverty 
around the world, these estimates 
would necessarily concentrate on 
the precision of a certain bundle 
that should allow one to escape 
poverty. The central debate 
then would revolve around the 
precision of that bundle and its 
market price and how best to 

Agencies and organizations 
such as the World Bank and Asian 
Development Bank will continue 
with their exercise to attain a 
better estimate for poverty and 
demonstrate how the market 
works to alleviate it, if only to 
vindicate their work and justify 
their existence. Critics would 
dissect their methodology to 
prove them wrong. But that entire 
exercise is limited to putting a 
price tag on poverty. The question 
for governments, however, must 
still be one of principle – how they 
regard poverty. As an institution 
that serves the citizens and looks 
out for the welfare of the common 
people, attainment of a price tag 
must not suffice.  n

Tanim Ahmed is a journalist. 
He regularly writes for New Age, 
a Bangladesh newspaper covering 
national news.
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The world has more than enough food to feed everyone, yet nearly a billion people are food insecure. 
Of late, the food crisis has become a catchword for key financing institutions such as the World Bank, 
the International Monetary Fund and the Asian Development Bank. These are institutions that appear 
“concerned” and yet are the very same ones that pioneered structural adjustment programs (SAPs) 
anchored on the misguided belief that free trade is tantamount to poverty reduction and economic 
growth. The food crisis in Africa exemplifies the package of perverse incentives tied with SAPs, in 
favor of rent-seeking monopolists and private firms. Evidently, SAPs did not deliver the expected 

results. The aid bonanza and the influx of food assistance are reflections of the long-standing palliative 
and self-serving mentality of these financing institutions. Here is an article about Africa that may get 
you thinking about what Asia has gone through and what is in store for Asian developing countries 

under the sway of the ADB.  -The editor

Destroying African Agriculture
by Walden bello

Biofuel production is certainly one of the culprits in the current global food crisis. But while 
the diversion of corn from food to biofuel feedstock has been a factor in food prices shooting 
up, the more primordial problem has been the conversion of economies that are largely food 
self-sufficient into chronic food importers. Here the World Bank, International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), and the World Trade Organization (WTO) figure as much more important villains. 

Whether in Latin America, Asia, or Africa, 
the story has been the same: the destabilization 
of peasant producers by a one-two punch of IMF-
World Bank structural adjustment programs that 
gutted government investment in the countryside 
followed by the massive influx of subsidized U.S. 
and European Union agricultural imports after 
the WTO’s Agreement on Agriculture pried open 
markets. 

African agriculture is a case study of how 
doctrinaire economics serving corporate interests 
can destroy a whole continent’s productive base. 

From exporter to importer
At the time of decolonization in the 1960s, 

Africa was not just self-sufficient in food but was 
actually a net food exporter, its exports averaging 
1.3 million tons a year between 1966-70. Today, 
the continent imports 25% of its food, with almost 
every country being a net food importer. Hunger and 
famine have become recurrent phenomena, with the 
last three years alone seeing food emergencies break 
out in the Horn of Africa, the Sahel, Southern Africa, 
and Central Africa. 

Agriculture is in deep crisis, and the causes 
are many, including civil wars and the spread of 
HIV/AIDS. However, a very important part of the 
explanation was the phasing out of government 

controls and support mechanisms under the structural 
adjustment programs to which most African 
countries were subjected as the price for getting IMF 
and World Bank assistance to service their external 
debt. 

Instead of triggering a virtuous spiral of growth 
and prosperity, structural adjustment saddled Africa 
with low investment, increased unemployment, 
reduced social spending, reduced consumption, and 
low output, all combining to create a vicious cycle of 
stagnation and decline. 

Lifting price controls on fertilizers while 
simultaneously cutting back on agricultural credit 
systems simply led to reduced applications, lower 
yields, and lower investment. One would have 
expected the non-economist to predict this outcome, 
which was screened out by the Bank and Fund’s 
free-market paradigm. Moreover, reality refused 
to conform to the doctrinal expectation that the 
withdrawal of the state would pave the way for the 
market and private sector to dynamize agriculture. 
Instead, the private sector believed that reducing 
state expenditures created more risk and failed to 
step into the breach. In country after country, the 
predictions of neoliberal doctrine yielded precisely 
the opposite: the departure of the state “crowded 
out” rather than “crowded in” private investment. In 
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those instances where private traders did come in to 
replace the state, an Oxfam report noted, “they have 
sometimes done so on highly unfavorable terms for 
poor farmers,” leaving “farmers more food insecure, 
and governments reliant on unpredictable aid flows.” 
The usually pro-private sector Economist agreed, 
admitting that “many of the private firms brought 
in to replace state researchers turned out to be rent-
seeking monopolists.” 

as in many other regions, 
structural adjustment in 
africa was not simply 

underinvestment but state 
divestment. but there 

was one major difference. 
in latin america and 

asia, the bank and Fund 
confined themselves 
for the most part to 
macromanagement, 
or supervising the 

dismantling of the state’s 
economic role from above.

What support the government was allowed 
to muster was channeled by the Bank to export 
agriculture – to generate the foreign exchange 
earnings that the state needed to service its debt to 
the Bank and the Fund. But, as in Ethiopia during the 
famine of the early 1980s, this led to the dedication 
of good land to export crops, with food crops forced 
into more and more unsuitable soil; thus exacerbating 
food insecurity. Moreover, the Bank’s encouraging 
several economies undergoing adjustment to focus on 
export production of the same crops simultaneously 
often led to overproduction that then triggered a price 
collapse in international markets. For instance, the 
very success of Ghana’s program to expand cocoa 
production triggered a 48% drop in the international 
price of cocoa between 1986 and 1989, threatening, 
as one account put it, “to increase the vulnerability 
of the entire economy to the vagaries of the cocoa 
market.”1 In 2002-2003, a collapse in coffee prices 
contributed to another food emergency in Ethiopia. 

As in many other regions, structural adjustment 
in Africa was not simply underinvestment but state 
divestment. But there was one major difference. In 

Latin America and Asia, the Bank and Fund confined 
themselves for the most part to macromanagement, or 
supervising the dismantling of the state’s economic 
role from above. These institutions left the dirty 
details of implementation to the state bureaucracies. 
In Africa, where they dealt with much weaker 
governments, the Bank and Fund micromanaged 
such decisions as how fast subsidies should be phased 
out, how many civil servants had to be fired, or even, 
as in the case of Malawi, how much of the country’s 
grain reserve should be sold and to whom. In other 
words, Bank and IMF resident proconsuls reached 
into the very innards of the state’s involvement in the 
agricultural economy to rip it up. 

The role of trade
Compounding the negative impact of adjustment 

were unfair trade practices on the part of the EU and 
the United States. Trade liberalization allowed low-
priced subsidized EU beef to enter and drive many 
West African and South African cattle raisers to 
ruin. With their subsidies legitimized by the WTO’s 
Agreement on Agriculture, U.S. cotton growers 
offloaded their cotton on world markets at 20-55% 
of the cost of production, bankrupting West African 
and Central African cotton farmers in the process.2 

These dismal outcomes were not accidental. As 
then-U.S. Agriculture Secretary John Block put it at 
the start of the Uruguay Round of trade negotiations 
in 1986, “the idea that developing countries should 
feed themselves is an anachronism from a bygone 
era. They could better ensure their food security 
by relying on U.S. agricultural products, which are 
available, in most cases at lower cost.”3

What Block did not say was that the lower cost 
of U.S. products stemmed from subsidies that were 
becoming more massive each year, despite the fact 
that the WTO was supposed to phase out all forms of 
subsidy. From $367 billion in 1995, the first year of 
the WTO, the total amount of agricultural subsidies 
provided by developed country governments rose 
to $388 billion in 2004. Subsidies now account 
for 40% of the value of agricultural production in 
the European Union (EU) and 25% in the United 
States. 

The social consequences of structural adjustment 
cum agricultural dumping were predictable. 
According to Oxfam, the number of Africans living 
on less than a dollar a day more than doubled to 313 
million people between 1981 and 2001 - or 46% of 
the whole continent. The role of structural adjustment 
in creating poverty, as well as severely weakening 
the continent’s agricultural base and consolidating 
import dependency, was hard to deny. As the World 
Bank’s chief economist for Africa admitted, “We 
did not think that the human costs of these programs 
could be so great, and the economic gains would be 
so slow in coming.”4 

African agriculture 
(cont’d. from page 15.)...

Agriculture...(cont’d. from page 15.)
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African agriculture 
(cont’d. from page 15.)...
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million people between 
1981 and 2001–or 46% of 

the whole continent.

That was, however, a rare moment of candor. 
What was especially disturbing was that, as Oxford 
University political economist Ngaire Woods 
pointed out, the “seeming blindness of the Fund and 
Bank to the failure of their approach to sub-Saharan 
Africa persisted even as the studies of the IMF and 
the World Bank themselves failed to elicit positive 
investment effects.”5

The Case of Malawi
This stubbornness led to tragedy in Malawi. 
It was a tragedy preceded by success. In 1998 

and 1999, the government initiated a program to 
give each smallholder family a “starter pack” of free 
fertilizers and seeds. This followed several years of 
successful experimentation in which the packs were 
provided only to the poorest families. The result was 
a national surplus of corn. What came after, however, 
is a story that will be enshrined as a classic case 
study in a future book on the 10 greatest blunders of 
neoliberal economics. 

The World Bank and other aid donors forced the 
drastic scaling down and eventual scrapping of the 
program, arguing that the subsidy distorted trade. 
Without the free packs, food output plummeted. In 
the meantime, the IMF insisted that the government 
sell off a large portion of its strategic grain reserves 
to enable the food reserve agency to settle its 
commercial debts. The government complied. When 
the crisis in food production turned into a famine in 
2001-2002, there were hardly any reserves left to rush 
to the countryside. About 1,500 people perished. The 
IMF, however, was unrepentant. In fact, it suspended 
its disbursements on an adjustment program with 
the government on the grounds that “the parastatal 
sector will continue to pose risks to the successful 
implementation of the 2002/03 budget. Government 
interventions in the food and other agricultural 
markets...crowd out more productive spending.” 

When an even worse food crisis developed in 
2005, the government finally had enough of the 
Bank and IMF’s institutionalized stupidity. A new 
president reintroduced the fertilizer subsidy program, 
enabling two million households to buy fertilizer at a 
third of the retail price and seeds at a discount. The 
results: bumper harvests for two years in a row; a 
surplus of one million tons of maize; and the country 

transformed into a supplier of corn to other countries 
in Southern Africa. 

But the World Bank, like its sister agency, still 
stubbornly clung to the discredited doctrine. As the 
Bank’s country director told the Toronto Globe and 
Mail, “All those farmers who begged, borrowed, and 
stole to buy extra fertilizer last year are now looking 
at that decision and rethinking it. The lower the 
maize price, the better for food security but worse 
for market development.” 

Fleeing Failure
Malawi’s defiance of the World Bank would 

probably have been an act of heroic but futile resistance 
a decade ago. The environment is different today. 
Owing to the absence of any clear case of success, 
structural adjustment has been widely discredited 
throughout Africa. Even some donor governments 
that once subscribed to it have distanced themselves 
from the Bank, the most prominent case being the 
official British aid agency that co-funded the latest 
subsidized fertilizer program in Malawi. Perhaps 
the motivation of these institutions is to prevent the 
further erosion of their diminishing influence in the 
continent through association with a failed approach 
and unpopular institutions. At the same time, they 
are certainly aware that Chinese aid is emerging as 
an alternative to the conditionalities of the World 
Bank, IMF, and Western government aid programs. 

Malawi’s defiance of 
the World bank would 
probably have been an 
act of heroic but futile 
resistance a decade 

ago. the environment 
is different today. owing 
to the absence of any 
clear case of success, 

structural adjustment has 
been widely discredited 

throughout africa.

Beyond Africa, even former supporters of 
adjustment, like the International Food Policy 
Research Institute (IFPRI) in Washington and the 
rabidly neoliberal Economist acknowledged that the 
state’s abdication from agriculture was a mistake. 
In a recent commentary on the rise of food prices, 
for instance, IFPRI asserted that “rural investments 
have been sorely neglected in recent decades,” 
and says that it is time for “developing country 

(cont’d. on page 16.)
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governments [to] increase their medium- and 
long-term investments in agricultural research and 
extension, rural infrastructure, and market access 
for small farmers.” At the same time, the Bank’s and 
IMF’s espousal of free trade came under attack from 
the heart of the economics establishment itself, with 
a panel of luminaries headed by Princeton’s Angus 
Deaton accusing the Bank’s research department 
of being biased and “selective” in its research and 
presentation of data. As the old saying goes, success 
has a thousand parents and failure is an orphan. 

Unable to deny the obvious, the Bank has finally 
acknowledged that the whole structural adjustment 
enterprise was a mistake, though it smuggled this 
concession into the middle of the 2008 World 
Development Report, perhaps in the hope that it 
would not attract too much attention. Nevertheless, 
it was a damning admission: 

Structural adjustment in the 1980’s dismantled 
the elaborate system of public agencies that provided 
farmers with access to land, credit, insurance inputs, 
and cooperative organization. The expectation was 
that removing the state would free the market for 
private actors to take over these functions—reducing 
their costs, improving their quality, and eliminating 
their regressive bias. Too often, that did not happen. 
In some places, the state’s withdrawal was tentative 
at best, limiting private entry. Elsewhere, the 
private sector emerged only slowly and partially—
mainly serving commercial farmers but leaving 
smallholders exposed to extensive market failures, 
high transaction costs and risks, and service gaps. 
Incomplete markets and institutional gaps impose 
huge costs in forgone growth and welfare losses for 
smallholders, threatening their competitiveness and, 
in many cases, their survival. 

In sum, biofuel production did not create but 
only exacerbated the global food crisis. The crisis 

had been building up for years, as policies promoted 
by the World Bank, IMF, and WTO systematically 
discouraged food self-sufficiency and encouraged 
food importation by destroying the local productive 
base of smallholder agriculture. Throughout Africa 
and the global South, these institutions and the policies 
they promoted are today thoroughly discredited. But 
whether the damage they have caused can be undone 
in time to avert more catastrophic consequences than 
we are now experiencing, remains to be seen. n
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the Freedom from Debt Coalition. The FDC is a 
nationwide multi-sectoral coalition conducting 
advocacy work in the national, local and international 
arenas, to realize a common framework and agenda 
for economic development. FDC is a member of the 
NGO Forum on ADB.
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THE MULTI-TRANCHE FINANCING FACILITY

Once Upon a Time…
There was a Board Approval

by avilash roul

To make business unusual and out of reach for common people or affected communities, and to 
make business expedient for itself and borrower countries, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
is expected to give birth, formally, to a financial strategy it calls the multi-tranche financing 
facility (MFF). As usual, understanding about the new finance instrument - the MFF - will remain 
in the hands of a few actors. If impacted or impoverished communities think they are having a 

really confusing time understanding the various acronyms, abbreviations and processes of the ADB, then 
they should prepare to add this new, complex term.

The MFF is like a standby letter of credit. The 
ADB Board approves a maximum amount for each 
MFF project under specific terms and conditions. 
Based on the Board’s approval, management 
then converts this amount into a series of loans, 
guarantees, or credit lines through the MFF as and 
when investments are ready to be rolled out, with a 
client’s requests for financing.

MFFs differ substantially from other modalities 
offered by ADB such as policy-based program 
lending, sector development program loans, and 
sector loans. The participation of the private sector 
in projects is a strong feature of the MFF, which is 
in accordance with the ADB’s Strategy 2020. Also 
known as the ADB Long-Term Strategic Framework, 
Strategy 2020 is all about promoting private sector-
led development

As of 30 April 2008, 19 MFF pilot projects have 
been approved with the total amount reaching $10.3 
billion. The average size of the MFF is $542 million, 

and the average availability period is 7–8 years. 
Most of the MFFs approved have been for India 
and Pakistan. Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC), and Viet Nam are also 
clients. Afghanistan, Armenia, Georgia, Indonesia, 
the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, 
and Uzbekistan are on queue to become MFF clients 
as well.

On paper, the MFF was supposedly built to 
provide a business-friendly process that deviates 
from the normal funding procedure for stand-alone 
project approaches, which some have described 
as repetitive and cumbersome. However, the MFF 
gives the Board the power to approve the modalities 
in the first place but lets management take the 
responsibility to pass on the tranches to borrowing 
countries without asking the Board. This is like 
‘approve it and forget it’ for the Board. Is it really 
like that? (cont’d. on page 20.)
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The MFF was not crafted accidentally. It carries 
an ambitious design that, like other grand projects, is 
also quite vulnerable to big mistakes. The MFF was 
previously introduced as a pilot project beginning in 
September 2005. Its pilot nature will end in August 
2008. 

the MFF provides less 
opportunity for civil 

society engagement in 
any adb-funded project 

or program. the MFF will 
be scrutinized by adb 
management instead 

of the board which has 
played such an oversight 

role for some time. 

Last July 11, 2008, the ADB Board discussed 
the MFF in a meeting that pointed to, yet again, the 
ever-increasing fissure between the US and ADB 
management. Interestingly, during the meeting the 
Board gave its nod to the MFF, stating that the ADB 
had learned, reviewed and discussed enough lessons 
to make the MFF into a formal policy despite the 
fact that no single project has been completed under 
the MFF pilot project program.

The main disagreement of the US pertains to how 
the ADB’s obligation to its annual lending targets 
may not gel properly with the MFF. According to 
ADB management, this should not be a problem.

As of 2007, ADB lending peaked around $ 10.2 
billion, The future of annual ADB lending has been 
pegged at between $11-15 billion. Since 2006, the 
water sector has been receiving $2 billion annually. 
This year, the agriculture and natural sector is 
projected to go up to $2 billion annually. Lending 
for clean energy is expected to reach $1 billion each 
year.

Although MFF sectors are large and involve 
long-term investment sectors such as infrastructure, 
transport, irrigation, electricity, transmission, and 
urban services, the lending facility thus far can 
be used in all sectors. This gives credence to the 
conclusion that the annual ADB lending volume 
can accommodate MFF ambitions which promise in 
its framework at least more than the typical single 
projects timeline. 

Procedural discomfort
It has been argued that the MFF substantially 

cuts the financial and non-financial costs of projects. 
At the same time, however, it appears that the MFF 
may also avoid addressing environmental and social 
costs that the ADB incorporates in its Environmental 
Policy. The MFF is supposed to open new vistas for 
structured co-financing where borrowing countries 
can enjoy predictability and continuity. Ironically, 
the term ‘predictability’ is quite unpredictable: 
subsequent tranches will depend on the ADB’s 
assessment whether a project make progress or 
not. Unlike the predictability of ADB investment in 
projects and programs under the Country Partnership 
Strategy or, earlier, in the Country Strategy and 
Program, the MFF mechanism is not recorded as a 
formal, legally-binding commitment on the part of 
ADB or its borrowers. The MFF provides financing 
only as and when needed. The argument for the MFF 
is that it allows the ADB and clients to spend more 
time on implementation than processing.

The Mff...(cont’d. from page 19.)

“unEnCuMbErEd, quiCK and EasY.”  
“this is a credit card. MFF scheme is 
similar with this…” Chris Morris, Citarum 
project officer from the ADB, explains 
during the meeting held by the indonesia 
national Planning bureau in July 2008. 
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The MFF provides less opportunity for civil 
society engagement in any ADB-funded project 
or program. The MFF will be scrutinized by 
ADB management instead of the Board which 
has played such an oversight role for some time. 
From experience, there is less faith among CSOs 
regarding the capacity of ADB management to 
perform with transparency and accountability. It is 
more straightforward to engage with the Bank’s 11 
Executive Directors than with the management as it 
seems. On the other hand, the management abides 
by the rules of ADB only in letter. How to deal with 
the ADB management under the MFF has certainly 
made things tougher for NGO monitors. The MFF 
is also presently dependent on the outcome of one 
of the longest, most contested policy formulation 
processes in the history of the ADB: the Safeguard 
Policy Updates (SPU). Among its other numerous 
critical deficiencies, the draft SPU released in 2007 
omits the disclosure of relevant documents in the 
environment category. Ultimately, disclosure in the 
MFF will abide by the final SPU outcome.

It is crucial for the MFF to avoid problematic 
projects such as large hydropower initiatives, coal or 
road projects, and other infrastructure-related projects 
that will involve large-scale, fundamental changes 

in the environment in the roster of projects under 
MFF. The Citarum Water Resources Management 
Investment Program (ICWRMP) is an example of a 
project not fit for the MFF. It is highly ambitious but 
was conceived with many flaws. If the Board under 
the MFF is only supposed to see the annual report of 
the MFF projects, CSOs – aside from a select few 
– would be frequently lost searching for an original 
financial note and would be remembering only the 
name or acronym of the project approved some 
time back and with less possibility of board-level 
intervention in the different components of many 
projects. People and officials would be exchanging 
information mostly as formally registered discontent 
after the fact or after damage has been inflicted on 
communities.

Once upon a time there was a program approved 
by the ADB Board. Remember that! n

Avilash Roul is the Capacity-Building 
Coordinator of the NGO Forum on ADB. He worked 
as the Assistant South Asia Regional Coordinator for 
the Bank Information Center (BIC). He completed 
his PhD on environmental negotiations, specializing 
on water security negotiations.
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Not Even Remotely Close
WHY THE ADB’S TOUTED CARBON FOOTPRINT 

REDUCTIONS ARE NOT AS BIG AS CLAIMED

by angela E. don

Contrary to recent pronouncements by the Asian Development Bank that it “practices what it preaches 
with respect to energy efficiency and resource conversation,” a new study of the Bank’s transport sector 
funding since 1968 will reveal the Bank’s likely complicity in exacerbating global climate change. 

Preliminary studies conducted by the NGO Forum on ADB, the Bank extended a total of $35 billion 
transport sector assistance in the past 40 years, US$ 21 billion of which went to roads, freeways and highway 
projects. The picture runs counter to the claim made by president Haruhiko Kuroda during the World 
Environment Day celebration of ADB last June 5, 2008 that the Bank “takes the threat of climate change 
seriously, and that the Bank is gearing towards the low-carbon path to economic growth”, in keeping with 
the Bank’s commitment to “kick the CO2 habit. But the focus and discourse is more on high-profile, widely 
known culprits (e.g. the burning of fossil fuels such as coal, oil and gas).  Seemingly unnoticed, the ADB’s 
transport sector lending, is steadily finding its niche.  

TRANSPORT* SECTOR ONLY
July ���� – March �00�

TYPE OF 
ASSISTANCE PERIOD OF APPROVAL NUMBER OF 

PROJECTS PERECENT APPROVED AMOUNT

Private sector november 1990 – december 2007 6 2.04 734,500,000

grant september 1999 – February 2008 24 1.47 530,410,000 

regional technical 
assistance september 1968 – January 2008 69 0.10 36,496,972 

technical assistance July 1968 – March 2008 607 0.79 284,401,796

loan september 1968 – March 2008 346 95.57 34,254,345,000

TOTAL �,0��  ��.�� ��,��0,���,���
(95% of total assistance 
to transport and 
Communications sector )

* includes highways, railways, ports and airports 
Source: http://www.adb.org/Projects/approvals.asp?ctry=ALL&sctr=3700&year=ALL&type

TRANSPORT SUBSECTOR
July ���� to March �00� ( Modalities )

Type of assistance

Roads and highways 
(number of projects/
approved amount in 

us$)

Railways (number of 
projects/approved 

amount in us$)

Ports and waterways 
(number of projects/
approved  amount 

in us$)

Civil aviation (number 
of projects/approved 

amount in us$)

Private sector 3 202,100,000 none --- 1 42,400,000 2 490,000,000

grant 23 529,660,000 none --- 1 750,000 none ---

regional technical 
assistance 53 31,935,500 2 559,000 7 1,062,472 7 2,940,000

technical 
assistance 407 254,491,796 68 11,368,000 97 16,172,000 35 2,370,000

loan 240 26,438,270,000 28 4,751,000,000 55 2,438,060,000 23 627,015,000

total 726 27,456,457,296 98 4,762,927,000 161 2,498,444,472 67 1,122,325,000
Note: The total does not reflect the complete picture because of incomplete data or no data available
Source: http://www.adb.org/Projects/approvals.asp?ctry=ALL&sctr=3700&year=ALL&type
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 Clearly, seventy six (76%) of the total transport sector assistance went to roads and highways. This 
figure accounts for a total of 726 out of 1,052 transport projects. The figures are significant and 
alarming considering that transport is the largest and fastest growing source of GhG emissions, 
and motorized vehicles are now the leading contributor in Asia to the greenhouse emissions;

 Total transport assistance in 2007 alone amounted to US$ 5,849,252,846, or 16% of the cumulative 
transport assistance from 1968 to 2008;

 Two hundred twelve (212) out of 432 roads projects (comprising private sector, grants and loans), 
were allocated to expressways, highways and road corridors. This accounts 49% of the total 
roads projects, or US$ 21,418,160,000. Ninety seven percent (97%) of the amount was loan;

 Fifteen (15) out of 432 roads projects went to rural and feeder roads. This is a dismal 3% of the 
total roads projects, or US$ 1,711,650,000. Ninety percent (99%) of the amount was loan; 

 Based on the data, it could also be gleaned that much of the ADB-funded road sector projects 
were allocated to expressways, highway and road corridors, as opposed to the negligible amount 
of assistance on feeder roads. ADB transportation investments are grounded on a myth that road 
infrastructure-spree leads to poverty alleviation and sustainable development;  

 Based on the data, it appears that there is no aggressive effort to explore alternatives such as 1) 
the potential of multimode public transportation systems (public transport over private vehicles). 
With an efficient public transportation system front and center of the equation; 2) nonmotorized 
alternative transport (e.g. pavements, elevated and non-elevated walkways, pro-pedestrian and 
bike zones);and

 There is a need for an explicit ADB Policy framework to guide investments and address Energy 
Efficiency and Climate Change in the transport sector in Asia and the Pacific. This should be 
aligned and reflected in important documents such as poverty reduction strategies, national 
development plan and transport sector policies and action plan. 

ADB’s pronouncements are inherently conflicted – cut GhG emissions (primarily CO2) and 
yet at the same time ADB directly supports global emissions. It has mastered the art of swerving 
in and out of lanes as evidenced by the sharp contrast in its transportation lending profile and 
rhetoric. Clearly, there is inconsistency between the Bank’s rhetoric on low-carbon path and its 
operational policies and practices. The Bank has a natural propensity for funding freeways and 
hi-way projects. 

transPort* and CoMMuniCations sECtor
July 1968 – March 2008

TYPE OF ASSISTANCE PERIOD OF APPROVAL NUMBER OF 
PROJECTS  PERCENT APPROVED 

AMOUNT (In US$)

Private sector March 1988 – december 2007 12 2.29 863,600,000

grant october 1994 – February 2008 27 1.45 546,110,000

regional technical assistance september 1968 – January 2008 86  0.12 45,189,972

technical assistance July 1968 – March 2008 677  0.80 304,576,296

loan september 1968 – March 2008 393 95.32 35,889,583,000

TOTAL �,��� ��.�� ��,���,0��,���
* includes highways, railways, ports and airports 
Source: http://www.adb.org/Projects/approvals.asp?ctry=ALL&sctr=3700&year=ALL&type

the adb transportation investments are grounded on 
a myth that road infrastructure-spree leads to poverty 

alleviation and sustainable development.  
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PROFILE OF ASSISTANCE TO PRC AND INDIA
(Transport Sector Only)

TYPE OF ASSISTANCE 
TO PRC

Jan ���� – Dec �00�

NUMBER OF 
PROJECTS

APPROVED 
AMOUNT (In US$)

TYPE OF ASSISTANCE 
TO INDIA Sept ���� 

– Mar �00�

NUMBER OF 
PROJECTS

APPROVED 
AMOUNT (In US$) 

Private sector 1 410,000,000  Private sector none ---

grant none ---  grant none ---

technical assistance 104 51,240,000 technical assistance 56  30,511,000

loan 58 10,812,500,000 loan 30 6,486,850,000

total 169 11,273,740,000 total 91 6,517,361,000 

* Source: http://www.adb.org/Projects/approvals.asp?ctry=ALL&sctr=3700&year=ALL&type

the us$ 40 million adb 
CliMatE CHangE Fund: 

 is a dismal 0.68% of the 
adb’s total assistance to 
the transport sector.  in 
2007 alone, the bank has 
extended a total of us$ 
5.8 billion.

 is an insignificant 0.11% of 
the cumulative transport 
sector assistance in the 
past 40 years.

 is an irrelevant 0.18% of 
the aggregate adb lending 
and investment portfolio to 
roads projects.

The ADB transportation investments are grounded 
on a myth that road infrastructure-spree leads to poverty 
alleviation and sustainable development.  

While the ADB heralds its efforts in minimizing its 
‘corporate environmental footprint‘, it dramatically and 
deceptively downplays its contribution to climate change 
through its transport sector funding. The ADB building is 
not the quintessence of leadership by example. The ADB is 
merely hype and bluster taken shape.

adb’s pronouncements are inherently 
conflicted – cut GhG emissions 

(primarily Co2) and yet at the same 
time adb directly supports global 
emissions. it has mastered the art 
of swerving in and out of lanes as 
evidenced by the sharp contrast in 

its transportation lending profile and 
rhetoric.



In the pretext of addressing the food crisis, 
the ADB prescribes “policy measures that support 
open trade.” This is tantamount to legitimizing, yet 
again, an enabling environment to stimulate private 
sector-led investment in agri-business across the 
entire value chain. This, according to the Bank, is 
within the overall framework of its goal to promote 
inclusive growth through improvements in the 
agriculture sector, which, it believes, will contribute 
to the attainment of poverty reduction. 

The Bank expects us to ignore the elephant in 
the tiny room. It sidesteps the more fundamental 
issues such as the prescribed open market-oriented 
framework that has guided most, if not all, of its 
economic policy-making in the past two decades. The 
Bank also avoids addressing the impact of the policy-
based lending conditionalities, patterned after World 
Bank (WB) and International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
programs, imposed on developing member countries 
to dismantle marketing boards and guaranteed prices 
for farmers’ products; the phase out or elimination 
of subsidies and support such as fertilizer, machines, 
agricultural infrastructure; the reduction of tariffs on 
food products to low levels.5 The WB and ADB have 
attached “free-market” conditionalities to its lending 
operations since the late 80s. These effects of these 
conditionalities are well entrenched across regions. 
The article “Destroying African Agriculture” by 
eminent political economist Walden Bello illustrates 
the lopsided nature of relationship in an “open and 
free-market,” and how “doctrinaire economics 
serving corporate interests can destroy a whole 
continent’s productive base.” Though it is focused 
on a different region, it discussed matters vital to the 
food debate but which the ADB has avoided in its 
entirety.

A case in point is Tajikistan. International 
Financial Institutions (IFIs) such as the ADB have 
invested a massive amount of resources in the 
country’s agricultural sector and yet Tajikistan 
continues to reel from the effects of the food 
crisis. The article “Food Crisis in Tajikistan” by 

Sergei Vorsin underlines the knock-on effects of 
simultaneous spikes in food price.

The Philippines is another case in point. It has 
a long history with IFI-imposed conditionalities. 
Prior to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT), there was already the WB’s Structural 
Adjustment Program, specifically the Tariff Reform 
and Import Liberalization Program, which resulted in 
the removal of price control on rice and farm inputs. 
Its accession to GATT in 1995 and commitment to 
the Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) consequently 
meant quota restrictions on agriculture imports and 
rice tariffication.

In April 2000, just like the WB, the ADB extended 
two loan packages to the Philippines (US$100-
million Grain Sector Development Program Loan and 
US$ 75-million Grain Sector Development Project 
Loan.) As quid pro quo, the government was asked 
to privatize the National Food Authority (NFA). 
Apart from the planned NFA privatization, other 
conditionalities include the removal of restrictions 
on quota imports, the watered-down regulatory and 
oversight functions of the NFA, and the removal of 
rice subsidies. While the planned NFA privatization 
did not materialize, the government entity has since 
assumed a peripheral function relative to the big 
traders that have been dominating the market. The 
Philippines is now among Southeast Asia’s most 
open economies, with the lowest tariffs and the 
least restrictions on foreign investments. Since the 
1980s, the share in GDP of trade has doubled; with 
respect to foreign investment, it has quadrupled. One 
would think that the country’s situation is sound and 
healthy. Yet the country is more backward than ever 
–agriculture performance is at historically low levels; 
agricultural trade deficits have been on the rise since 
the mid-1990s; there is also record dependence on 
imported food at present6. This is ironic considering 
that the Philippines is an agriculture country with a 
total land area of 304,000 square kilometers, one-
third of which is devoted to agriculture.

Doubt lingers.
Is the Bank humanitarian or enterprising? 
The answer is a give away.  n

Editorial... 
(cont’d. from inside front cover.)
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