
Tackling Poverty 

Global poverty continues t o grow, with abou t 90 per cent o f the world' s 
1.3 billion poor living in rural areas. Poor food supplie s and malnutritio n 
are inextricabl y linke d wit h poverty , an d abou t 7 0 pe r cen t o f poo r 
people ar e women . Th e lac k o f opportunit y an d employmen t i n rura l 
areas i s also having a n impac t o n urba n communities , wit h th e ris e i n 
migration to the cities. However, i t is projected tha t the size of rural com-
munities wil l continu e t o outstri p tha t o f urba n communities , a t leas t 
until th e yea r 2020 . 

The Commonwealth continue s to be deeply concerned abou t povert y 
- abou t hal f th e world' s poo r liv e i n it s membe r countries . I n 1993 , 
Heads o f Government calle d fo r decisiv e actio n agains t poverty , stress -
ing that problems of poverty and food insecurit y were interrelated. At th e 
1995 summit , th e Head s establishe d sustainabl e developmen t a s one o f 
the thre e platform s fo r actio n unde r th e Millbroo k Actio n Programm e 
on th e Harar e Declaration . I n doin g so , they gav e adde d weigh t t o th e 
task o f addressin g foo d insecurity , alleviatin g povert y an d acceleratin g 
rural development . 

The commitment t o assist members i n their efforts t o reduce povert y 
is reflected i n al l activitie s o f th e Secretariat . Broadly , thes e activitie s 
work towards creating an economic environment whic h i s conducive t o 
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eradicating poverty, advancing gender equity and developing sustainabl e 
agriculture. 

Specifically, th e Secretaria t help s member countrie s by : 
encouraging policie s leadin g t o long-ter m economi c growth ; 
developing food securit y policie s which includ e specifi c actio n t o 
alleviate povert y amon g women ; 
improving th e agricultur e secto r s o that income s wil l increase fo r 
people workin g i n tha t sector ; 
introducing self-hel p programmes , suc h a s rural credi t an d micro -
lending scheme s for small-scal e enterpris e development ; 
improving, fo r exampl e throug h educatio n an d training , th e abilit y 
of a country i n policy development ; an d 
pursuing macroeconomi c stabilit y an d attractin g investment . 

A Commonwealth Poverty Initiative was launched in 1996 and a report 
entitled Practical  Mechanisms for Poverty  Reduction was prepared b y con-
sultants and used as the basis for a  workshop held i n Arusha, Tanzania i n 
November 1996 . The five Commonwealth countries which met in Arusha 
- Kenya , Malawi , Mozambique , Tanzani a an d Ugand a -  agree d tha t 
improved agricultur e wa s essential i f rural poverty was to be reduced . 

The Secretaria t als o commissioned countr y report s fro m Botswana , 
Ghana, Malawi , Ugand a an d Zimbabw e o n thei r experience s i n build -
ing gende r consideration s int o foo d policy-making . A  Handbook  on 
Incorporating Gender into  Food  Security Policies  wa s produced fo r Afric a 
in consultatio n wit h th e Foo d an d Agricultur e Organisation , th e 
International Fun d fo r Agricultura l Development , th e Worl d Foo d 
Programme an d Unite d Nation s Developmen t Fun d fo r Wome n 
(UNIFEM). A s par t o f his presentation t o th e Worl d Foo d Summi t i n 
November 1996 , th e Secretary-Genera l dre w attentio n t o th e hand -
book, which has been distributed widely within governments i n Africa n 
member countrie s a s wel l a s t o th e internationa l community . I t ha s 
already been use d by UNIFEM i n a  199 6 workshop fo r trainin g SAD C 
gender contact points, and a further SAD C request has been received fo r 
its us e late r thi s yea r i n a  trainin g o f trainer s cours e o n foo d security , 
organised i n collaboration wit h th e Universit y o f Namibia . 

The searc h for increase d agricultura l production i s set agains t a  very 
rapidly changing scene, especially in Africa, a s World Bank/Internationa l 
Monetary Fun d structura l adjustmen t programme s attemp t t o tur n 
around fragile economies . Among other things, these programmes require 
the withdrawal of government from a  number of traditional service areas 
and encourag e th e privatisatio n an d commercialisatio n o f governmen t 
services. Ther e i s pressure therefor e t o reduc e th e rol e o f governmen t 
agencies i n area s suc h a s research an d extension , credi t provision , an d 
farmers' organisations , whil e a t th e sam e tim e seekin g t o promote agri -
culture s o as to improv e th e livelihood s o f millions o f poor farmers . 

The respons e t o thi s dilemma i n Africa ca n tak e a  number o f form s 
and Secretaria t assistanc e i s available i n al l areas . 

First, ther e i s a  mov e t o loo k beyon d governmen t t o th e privat e 
sector to take up where government service s have been withdrawn in the 
agriculture sector . Areas suc h a s seed productio n an d distribution , vet -
erinary services and agricultura l education are candidates for this process 
of private finance  o r at least cost-recovery. Technical assistance arrange d 
by the Secretariat , especiall y i n relation to the dairy industries in Afric a 
and th e Caribbean , ha s provide d government s wit h advic e an d th e 
documentation t o approach th e privat e secto r wit h realisti c plans . 
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Among successfu l project s undertake n betwee n 199 5 an d 199 7 ar e 
the Smallholde r Dair y Developmen t projec t i n Zimbabwe , whic h pro -
vided technica l assistanc e t o prepar e a  five-year  developmen t pla n fo r 
small dair y farmers , an d th e Dair y Industr y Developmen t projec t i n 
Jamaica, which prepared a  strategy for rehabilitatin g th e dair y industry . 

Second, ther e i s a  mov e t o overcom e th e mistrus t ofte n foun d 
between NGO s an d government s an d searc h fo r activ e partnershi p 
arrangements betwee n them . Secretaria t programme s alread y addres s 
capacity-building i n the N G O secto r an d thi s wil l become a  key ingre -
dient o f future activitie s i n poverty alleviation . 

Third, ther e i s a n increasin g realisatio n tha t th e marke t ha s bee n 
long neglected an d tha t acces s to a cash incom e i s a potent forc e i n rura l 
development. Fundin g fro m th e Secretaria t ha s strongl y supporte d 
efforts a t loca l leve l t o engag e governmen t an d N G O worker s i n ne w 
approaches t o agricultura l extension , b y moving toward s what ar e no w 
termed participator y rura l actio n programmes , whic h recognis e th e 
importance o f marketable produce . 

Finally, ther e ar e substantia l number s o f farmer s an d herdsmen , 
perhaps still the majority i n Africa, workin g at the margins of subsistence. 
Any meaningfu l povert y programme s wil l nee d t o targe t thes e groups , 
which includ e th e landless , many female-heade d households , pastoral -
ists and communities displaced by civil strife. Expensive food security nets 
will continu e t o b e necessar y t o protec t thes e disadvantage d groups . 
Deepening communit y structure s suc h a s self-help group s an d support -
ing N GO activitie s wil l remain primar y Commonwealt h concerns . 

Working in  the  food sector 

TACKLING POVERT Y 

55 


	11. Tackling Poverty



