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. KEY OBJECTI VES
1. The present report reviews progress made in the inplenentation of the

obj ectives set out in chapter 3 of Agenda 21 (Conbating poverty),! taking into
account the decisions taken by the Comm ssion on Sustai nabl e Devel opnent on this
subject at its third and fourth sessions. Chapter 3 of Agenda 21 contains the
foll owi ng four main objectives:

(a) To provide all persons urgently with the opportunity to earn a
sust ai nabl e |iveli hood;

(b) To inplenent policies and strategies that pronote adequate |evels of
fundi ng and focus on integrated human devel opnent policies, including incone
generation, increased |ocal control of resources, local institution-
strengt heni ng and capaci ty-buil ding and greater invol vement of non-governmenta
organi zations and | ocal |evels of governnent as delivery nmechani sns;

(c) To develop for all poverty-stricken areas integrated strategies and
programes of sound and sustai nabl e managenent of the environnent, resource
nobi | i zati on, poverty eradication and alleviation, enploynent and i nconme
gener ati on;

(d) To create a focus in national devel opnent plans and budgets on
investment in human capital, with special policies and programmes directed at
rural areas, the urban poor, wormen and chil dren

2. To achi eve these objectives, chapter 3 of Agenda 21 contains
reconmendations for policies and activities for reducing and eradicating poverty
as a central element of sustainable devel opnent.

3. The period since 1992 is too short for substantial progress to have been
achieved in reducing gl obal poverty, or for reliable assessnents of the

ef fecti veness of new approaches to poverty reducti on undertaken in

i npl ement ati on of Agenda 21. It is possible, however, to identify new
institutional initiatives and programmes undertaken at national and
international levels. Such initiatives, especially those of the United Nations
system wll be the focus of section Il below. Section IIl will review recent
gl obal trends in poverty, on a sonewhat |onger-term basis, and new devel oprent
activities that are being introduced in international and national devel oprment
programes for the purpose of poverty reduction. Section IV will consider
aspects of poverty that have deteriorated since 1992; and the final section wll
consi der poverty-related issues that have increased in inportance since 1992.

1. PROGRESS ACH EVED

4. Since 1992, broad agreenent has devel oped that, as a central priority of
sust ai nabl e devel opment strategies, poverty nust be reduced and ultimately

eradi cated. The inportance of this objective has been reaffirmed, and policies
towards its achi evement have been el aborated, at subsequent major United Nations
conferences, notably the 1995 Wrld Summit for Social Devel opnent, where it was

/...
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one of three major thenes in the Programme of Action of the Wrld Sunmit for
Soci al Devel opnent.2 The Programre of Action of the Social Summit calls for
detail ed actions to address all of the poverty-rel ated objectives of Agenda 21,
including integrating poverty eradication strategies into all aspects of

devel opnent pl anni ng, ensuring universal access to basic education, health care
and ot her social services, expanding opportunities for sustainable |ivelihoods,
and i nmproving social integration and participation. Oher conferences made

det ail ed recommendati ons concerni ng ot her aspects of poverty, notably,

denogr aphic factors, at the 1994 International Conference on Popul ation and
Devel opnent; gender issues, at the 1995 Fourth Wbrld Conference on Wnen; urban
i ssues, at the 1996 United Nations Conference on Human Settlenents (Habitat I1);
and hunger and undernutrition at the 1996 World Food Summit. Agenda 21
however, still provides the nost detail ed reconmendati ons concerning the

i nterlinkages between poverty and the environnent.

5. At the Social Summit, heads of State or Governnent committed thenselves to
the goal of eradicating poverty in the world, through decisive national actions
and international cooperation, as an ethical, social, political and econonic

i nperative of mankind. They agreed that this should be carried out by

formul ating or strengthening, preferably by 1996 (declared by the Genera
Assenbly as the International Year for the Eradication of Poverty), and

i mpl ementi ng national poverty eradication plans to address the structural causes
of poverty. The plans are to establish affordable, tinme-bound goals and targets
for the substantial reduction of overall poverty and the eradication of absolute
poverty, including the creation of enploynent and other incone-generating
activities, as well as universal access to health care, education and other
basi ¢ social services. |In accordance with a recomendati on of the Socia

Summit, the General Assenbly proclainmed the first United Nations Decade for the
Er adi cati on of Poverty (1997-2006).

6. As part of the followup to the Social Summt, Governnents have reported a
variety of actions towards the eradication of poverty: adopting nationa

targets for poverty reduction; pronoting job creation and growt h; maintaining
effective safety nets, including conprehensive social security, universal health
care and education services; providing adequate housing; enhancing socia
integration of the poor; and undertaking studies and surveys to inprove nationa
i nformation on poverty.

7. The Organisation for Econom ¢ Cooperation and Devel opment ( OECD)

Devel opnent Assi stance Committee (DAC), in Shaping the 21st Century: The
Contribution of Devel opnent Co-operation,?® has proposed a gl obal devel oprent
partnership, building on the conmtments that nmenber countries nade at the
Social Sunmt and other recent global conferences. As their target for poverty
eradi cation, they proposed that the proportion of people living in extrene
poverty in devel oping countries should be reduced by at |east one half by the
year 2015. They al so proposed targets related to basic social services.

8. A conprehensive debt initiative for highly indebted poor countries (H PC
was endorsed at a neeting of the Devel opnent Comrittee of the Internationa
Monetary Fund (I MF) and the Wirld Bank in Septenber 1996. This initiative is
targeted at the poorest countries whose debt is at an unsustai nable | evel
After a three-year assessnent period, countries for which existing debt-



E/ CN. 17/ 1997/ 2/ Add. 2
Engl i sh
Page 4

reducti on nechani sns are considered insufficient for achieving sustainability
woul d recei ve debt reduction of up to 90 per cent on eligible debt by Paris d ub
creditors, comparable treatnment by other bilateral and conmercial creditors, and
reduction of clainms by multilateral creditors. Refornms in macroecononic
policies as well as structural and social policies would be included. This
alleviation of the debt-service burden is expected to support the efforts of the
poorest countries to conbat poverty and provide social services to those in
need.

9. Wthin the United Nations system followup activities for the recent

gl obal conferences relating to social and econonic devel opnent are bei ng

coordi nated and integrated. Three ad hoc inter-agency task forces have been set
up by the Admnistrative Comnittee on Coordination (ACC) in order to ensure
coordi nated support for country-level activities for inplenmenting the
reconmendati ons of the conferences, with an overall focus on poverty reduction
The three task forces are (a) the Task Force on Basic Social Services for Al;
(b) the Task Force on Enpl oynent and Sustai nabl e Livelihoods; and (c¢) the Task
Force on the Enabling Environment for Economic and Social Devel opnent. The task
forces have established work programmes to be conpleted within one year. In
addition, an Inter-Agency Committee on Whnen has been established in order to
ensure effective coordination in the inplenmentation of the Platformfor Action*
adopted at the Fourth Wirld Conference on Wonen and rel ated el enents from ot her
conferences. The ACC Inter-Agency Committee on Sustainabl e Devel opnent (1 ACSD)
is working closely with other coordination bodies and the ACC task forces in
order to pronote an integrated approach to sustainabl e devel opnent. Wrk is
under way to coordinate the followup to Habitat Il with that to the other

conf erences.

10. The Econonmic and Social Council, at its substantive session of 1996,
adopt ed agreed concl usions 1996/1 on coordi nation of United Nations system
activities for poverty eradication,® with specific recomendations for

coordi nati on and division of |abour within the United Nations system including
t he functional conm ssions of the Council. The Council itself wll provide
overal | guidance and coordination for the United Nations system wthin a broad
policy framework established by the General Assenmbly. The Conmi ssion for Socia
Devel opnent, as the body with the primary responsibility for the followup to
the Social Summit, is to provide an integrated approach to national and

i nternational poverty eradication strategies.

11. The Conm ssion on Sustai nabl e Devel opment, at its fourth session, suggested
to the Economic and Social Council that, inits future work relating to poverty,
t he Conm ssion should focus its attention on the interlinkages between poverty
and the environnent (decision 4/2, para. 6).°% Concerning the inplenentation of
t hose recommendati ons of chapter 3 of Agenda 21 that correspond to core areas of
the Social Summt, the Fourth World Conference on Wnen and the Internationa
Conf erence on Popul ati on and Devel opnent, the Council recomrended, in

par agraph 42 of its agreed conclusions 1996/1, that the Comm ssion on
Sust ai nabl e Devel oprment should rely on inputs fromthe Conm ssion for Socia
Devel opnent, the Commi ssion on the Status of Wnen and the Comm ssion on

Popul ati on and Devel opnent, respectively.
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12. For the United Nations Environment Progranmme (UNEP), poverty reduction has
been a focus of work undertaken in response to Agenda 21, including work within
the context of the United Nations Systemw de Special Initiative on Africa and
the regi onal programme of the African Mnisterial Conference on the Environnent.
The |inkages between poverty and environnmental degradation and the inprovenent
of access to sustainable water resources, with enphasis on the needs of people
in poverty, have been priority areas of action

13. Since 1992, IM and the Wrld Bank have paid increased attention to
poverty, social welfare and incone distribution in their surveillance
activities, programe design and technical assistance work.

14. To augnent the efforts of non-governnental organizations to pronote
mcro-credit schemes, an international Consultative Goup to Assist the Poorest
(CGAP) was | aunched in 1995. Donor nenbers consist of a nunber of bilatera
donors, the European Conm ssion, the International Fund for Agricultura

Devel opnent (1 FAD), the United Nations Devel opnent Progranme (UNDP)/ United
Nations Capital Devel opment Fund (UNCDF), the International Labour Ofice, three
regi onal devel opnent banks and the World Bank. CGAP will provide funds to a
variety of eligible institutions, including non-governnental organizations,
credit unions, cooperatives and banks, in order to assist their efforts in
expandi ng mcro-credit schenes.

15. In response to the chall enge of hunger and food insecurity, the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO has |aunched a new ngj or
initiative, the Special Programme for Food Security in Low | ncome Food-Deficit
Countries, in order to assist those countries in increasing food production on a
sust ai nabl e basis, in reducing food insecurity and undernutrition, and in
increasing agricultural enploynent and income. The 1996 World Food Summit
adopted a Plan of Action including a comitnent to reducing hunger in the world
by one half by the year 2015.

16. O her agencies of the United Nations system and other internationa
organi zations, within their areas of specialization, have been giving greater
attention to poverty reduction and rel ated social factors, as part of the
general consensus that, during the 1980s, these issues were not adequately
recogni zed as essential el enents of devel opnent strategies.

[11. PROM SI NG CHANGES

A.  Soci o-econoni c trends

17. Although this report focuses on progress since 1992 in inplenentation of
the Rio commtnents, consideration of trends in poverty nust use a sonewhat

| onger period in order to neasure neani ngful changes. While these trends cannot
be attributed specifically to the Rio process, the Ro coomitnents were part of
a continuing trend towards focusing greater attention on poverty and giving it
hi gher priority in devel opnent policies.

18. The table shows recent Wrld Bank estimtes of regional trends in the
i nci dence of poverty and the nunber of people living in poverty in devel oping

l...
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countries, using household incone of |ess than $1 per day per person as an

i ndi cator of poverty. Al so shown is the infant nortality rate, which is a
sensitive indicator of malnutrition and |ack of access to health care as well as
of low incone. The estimates indicate a nodest but significant decrease in the
i nci dence of poverty in developing countries in recent years, and a nore
substantial decrease in infant nortality. Regionally, the incidence of poverty
has declined in East Asia, and the Mddl e East and North Africa, but not in
other regions. Infant nortality rates have fallen in all regions. Qher data
show that |ife expectancy has increased in all regions, and that schoo

enrol ment rates have expanded in all regions except sub-Saharan Africa.

However, steady popul ation growmh in devel oping countries has nmeant that the
total nunber of people living in poverty in the world has increased despite

t hese positive trends.

Trends in world poverty

I nci dence of I nf ant
poverty Nurmber of poor nortality
(percent age) (ml1ions) (per thousand)
1987 1990 1993 1987 1990 1993 1987 1993
East Asia the
Pacific 28.2 28.5 26.0 464 468 446 44 35
Latin Anerica and
the Caribbean 22.0 23.0 23.5 91 101 110 49 43
M ddl e East and
North Africa 4.7 4.3 4.1 10.3 10.4 10.7 67 53
Sout h Asi a 45. 4 43.0 43.1 480 480 515 97 84
Sub- Saharan Africa 38.5 39.3 39.1 180 201 219 103 93
Tot al 33.3 32.9 29.4 1 225 1 260 1 301 63 54

Source: World Bank, Poverty Reduction and the World Bank (Washington, D.C, 1996).

19. It is generally agreed that sustained econom c growth under conditions of
political and economc stability is essential, although not sufficient, for
substantial poverty reduction. Inprovenents in econom c growh and reduction in

inflation in many countries in the 1990s therefore offer a basis for nore
ef fective poverty reduction neasures in the future.

B. Anti-poverty activities

20. To support broad-based econonic growth and poverty reduction, there has
been increasing support for mcro-enterprises, mcro-credit schemes and rura
enpl oyrment, both agricultural and non-agricultural. Economc policy refornms in
many countries have reduced obstacles to informal sector economic activities and



E/ CN. 17/ 1997/ 2/ Add. 2
Engl i sh
Page 7

other small-scale entrepreneurial efforts, which are often the primary sources
of a livelihood for people in poverty.

21. There have al so been increasing efforts, on national, bilateral and
international levels, to pronote the role of non-governnental organizations,
wonmen's groups and other local and comrunity organi zations in designing and

i mpl ementing projects for poverty eradi cati on and soci al devel opnent. Such
groups have been active in particular in pronoting mcro-enterprises,
smal | hol der agriculture and other rural production activities, and in organizing
soci al services, extension services and natural resource managenent,
particularly for disadvantaged groups (see box 1). Many United Nations agencies
are pronoting such projects with nore participatory approaches.

Box 1. Participatory conservation

In 1977, Professor Wangari Maathai, Kenya's first woman professor, had
initiated a canpaign to conbat desertification in her country, which grewinto
the Geen Belt Mowvenent. This novenent has nobilized wonen throughout Kenya
to halt desertification, reduce soil erosion and increase fuel wod supply,
using a participatory approach towards soil and water conservation. The
Moverrent now has 50, 000 nmenbers, many of whomare poor and illiterate. It
owns 1,500 tree nurseries, and has planted over 10 million trees.

Source: The Courier, No. 154 (Novenber-Decenber 1995).

22. Devel opnment programes have increasingly recogni zed that reducing and
elimnating the barriers that have prevented wonmen fromfully participating in
econom c activities can reduce the disproportionate poverty anmong wonen and
children, as well as contribute to national developnent in general. Efforts are
bei ng made by national and international organizations to ensure that women have
equal access to land, credit, education and training, technol ogy and ot her
productive resources. Experience has shown that, when given access to financial
servi ces, wonen have excel |l ent repaynent records and are nore likely than nen to
use new earnings to inprove the education, health and nutrition of their
famlies.” An increasing nunber of micro-credit schenmes are focusing on wonen
(see box 2).
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Box 2. Mcro-credit

In order to undertake small-scale production or to obtain inputs for
agricultural or artisanal production, |owincone people need access to very
smal | | oans, often |less than $100. Banks, however, have considered such | oans
too costly to adm nister and have regarded | owincone rural people w thout
collateral as high credit risks. The experience of the G aneen Bank of
Bangl adesh, however, has shown that rural micro-credit programres can be
commercially viable. The average loan is $75-$100, with interest charged at
comercial rates. Loans are nmade to individuals and require no collateral,
but the individuals nust formgroups with all nenbers guaranteeing repayment.
The repaynent rate has been very high, exceeding typical commercial bank
experience. Al though the Graneen Bank did not focus on wormen initially, wonen
have beconme its predom nant customers. The success of the programme in
i nproving the economc status of rural wonen has led to numerous efforts to
duplicate the programme in other countries.

Sources: FOCUS (Consultative Goup to Assist the Poorest), No. 2
(Cctober 1995); and S. M Hashem, S. R Schuler and A°. P. Riley, "Rura
credit programres and wonen's enpower ment in Bangl adesh”, Wrld Devel opnent
vol . 24, No. 4 (1996), pp. 635-653.

23. Efforts are being made to increase funding for basic social services
through the 20/20 Initiative, which calls for 20 per cent of the national budget
of devel opi ng countries and 20 per cent of official devel opnment assistance (ODA)
of donor countries to be allocated to prinmary education, basic health care,
clean water and sanitation. As a followup to the Social Summit, the
Governnents of Norway and the Netherlands convened a neeting in April 1996 to
review the inplenentation of the Initiative.

V. UNFULFI LLED EXPECTATI ONS

24, As indicated in the table, the nunber of people in the world living in
poverty is increasing steadily despite declines in the incidence of poverty.
Estimates indicate that in Latin Arerica as a whole, the poverty rate has been

i ncreasing despite increases in gross national product (GNP) per capita, while
the rates in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia remain at very high |evels.
Despite generally inproved health indicators in devel oping countri es,

sub- Saharan Africa has seen increasing nunbers of infant deaths and mal nouri shed
children, as the decline in the nortality rate has been offset by popul ation
growt h. 8

25. The period since Rio coincides with one of intense economic reformin the
econom es in transition of Eastern Europe and the former Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics. In those econonies, there has been considerable
deterioration of living conditions and increases in poverty rates as a result of
declines in production and enpl oynent. As those econom es have substantia
infrastructure and high | evels of human resources, economc growth may soon
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resume, but increasing inequality may | eave | arge nunbers of people trapped in
poverty.*®

26. Many Western European countries are experiencing persistently high | evels
of unenpl oynment, and in a nunber of devel oped countries, inequality in incone
distribution has increased. As a result of slow econom c growh, even sl ower
growm h in enploynment, and an increasing proportion of ol der people, there is
cutting back on social protection systens to prevent people fromfalling into
poverty.

27. Total ODA provided by the countries of the OECD Devel opment Assi stance
Committee (DAC) has decreased sharply in real terns, from$62 billion in 1992 to
an estimated $50 billion in 1996 (in 1994 dollars). ODA to the |east devel oped
countries declined as a share of total ODA from 27.4 per cent in 1983-1984 to
24.2 per cent in 1993-1994. As a share of ODA conmitted to sustainable

devel opnent, poverty eradication remained at the very |low | evel of 0.38 per cent
in 1993, a level practically unchanged fromthat of 1980. CODA for socia
programes, however, increased from3.8 to 5.3 per cent in the sane period

owi ng nostly to increases in spending on health programes. !

V. EMERG NG PRI ORI TI ES

28. \While the mpjority of people with incones bel ow the poverty line live in
rural areas of the world, the nunber of urban poor is growing rapidly as the
wor | d becones increasingly urbanized, as enphasized by the United Nations
Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat I1). 1In Latin Anerica, a majority of
people in poverty are already urban-dwellers. Furthernore, estimtes of globa
poverty based on a single incone threshold may underestimate urban poverty by

negl ecting the higher cost of living in urban areas. It is estimated that nore
than 600 million urban-dwellers in devel oping countries, including nmany who are
not poor by conventional income standards, live in unsafe houses and | ack basic

soci al services. Wth rapid urbanization, there is an urgent need to ensure
basi c social services for the growing nunbers |iving under health-threatening
condi tions. The Econonmic and Social Council, in its agreed conclusions 1996/1,
cal l ed on the Comm ssion on Sustainabl e Devel opnent to contribute in this area
when t he Conmmi ssion for Social Devel opnent exanined the theme of "Socia
services for all" in 1999

29. Rural poverty and food insecurity are closely |linked. About 800 mllion
peopl e in devel oping countries face chronic undernutrition, and al nost 200
mllion children suffer fromprotein or energy deficiencies. By the year 2030,
the world's population will have grown by another 3 billion people, thus further
stretching the world's food resources. Ensuring adequate and affordabl e food
supplies, through inplementation of the commtnents of the 1996 Wrld Food
Summit, will be a major chall enge facing devel oping countries and the
international community in the twenty-first century.

30. Rural devel opnent remains an urgent priority for sustainable devel opnent,
with a substantial majority of the estimated 1.3 billion poor people living in
rural areas. Rural poverty is a driving force of natural resource degradation
and poverty reduction, as indicated by the exanple in box 1, is closely tied to

l...
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proper managenent of natural resources, |eading to higher crop yields and an

i nproved environment. Declines in the rate of growh of agricultural production
in recent years suggest that pressure on |land may increase, possibly leading to
i ncreased degradation and desertification

31. The decision of the Comm ssion on Sustainable Devel opnment to focus its
poverty-rel ated work on interlinkages between poverty and the environnent was
supported by the Econom ¢ and Social Council. |In pursuing this work, particular
attention might be paid to the sustainabl e nanagenent and devel opnent of natura
resources in fragile environnents with high rates of poverty. Public works for
wat er conservation, erosion control, afforestation and other conservation
efforts could be used to inprove the environnent, increase productivity and
generate incones for people living in poverty. Conmmunity-based and
participatory approaches to public works planning, water nmanagenent and ot her
sust ai nabl e devel opment activities have proven particularly productive and
shoul d be applied nore widely. Wrk on the interlinkages between poverty and

t he environment nust al so address the probl ens of | owincome urban areas, such
as squatter settlenments in erosion- or flood-prone areas, on steep hillsides or
ri verbanks, in hazardous areas along main roads or railway tracks, or near
dangerously polluted industrial areas.

32. Lowincone popul ations in devel oping countries neet nost of their energy
needs fromtraditional biomss, including wood, dung and agricul tural wastes.
Use of these fuels is generally inefficient, harnful to health and expensive
relative to commercial fuels such as kerosene, gas and electricity. In urban
areas, concentrated use of such energy sources causes severe air pollution
adding to the health risks fromother urban pollutants. A najor obstacle to the
use of commercial fuels by | owinconme households is the investnment or upfront
costs in appliances, connection charges or container deposits, even though in
nmany cases the savings woul d quickly repay the investnment. There is therefore a
need to build investnent costs into usage charges so as to pronote use of
comercial fuels by people with | ow incomes, thereby reducing their energy
costs, protecting their health and inproving the environnent.

33. Winmen and girl children suffer disproportionately frompoverty, in terns
both of overrepresentati on anong people in poverty, and of bearing the burdens
of household poverty. It is estimated that in rural areas, the nunber of wonen
in poverty has risen by nearly 50 per cent in the last two decades. ! However
there is very limted understanding of the gender-rel ated causes and
consequences of poverty or of ways to address these problenms. Mst poverty
surveys are based on househol d i ncone and do not exam ne intra-household
distribution of resources. Effective poverty reduction progranmmes therefore
requi re careful exam nation of the gendered division of |abour and deci si on-
maki ng both within and outside the househol d.

34. Increased attention nust be given to the devel opnent chal | enges facing
smal | island devel oping States, owing to their vulnerability to natural and

envi ronnental disasters, which are expected to increase with gl obal warm ng, and
their Iimted options.
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