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As the blue markers in this figure indicate, Nepal is
now the most unequal of these countries, with
China not far behind, both with Ginis close to 50
– approaching those in Latin America, usually
among the world’s highest.

These two countries are certainly not alone in
having high levels of  inequality. The Philippines and
Turkmenistan had smaller increases in their Ginis
but these pushed the rates to quite high levels. Even
Thailand, which achieved the greatest reduction,
still has a high Gini at 42.

It might be argued that if economic growth
continues to boost the incomes of the poor an
increase in inequality does not really matter, but
there are three major caveats. The first caveat is
that rising inequality can loosen social cohesion:
conspicuous contrasts between rich and poor could
lead to social or political instability and undermine
future MDG achievements.

Second, it represents a missed opportunity for
had these countries avoided the increase in inequality,
they would have been even more successful in re-
ducing poverty. If  Nepal, for example, a strong
performer on many of  the MDGs, had managed
to hold its Gini steady it would now have only
half  as many people living in poverty (ADB, 2007).

A third caveat is that uneven progress can re-
sult in vicious cycles of  inequality. Educational dif-
ferences – the best indicator of future income –
show how disparities can endure. In India, around
half of those living in a household where the head
has no schooling or incomplete primary educa-
tion, live in poverty, a proportion that has hardly
changed since 1993. A child born into such a home
is therefore ten times as likely to live in poverty as
a child born to a parent with an education level
higher than secondary school. Particularly impor-
tant is the education level of the mother which has
a strong influence on children’s prospects of  re-
ceiving primary education.

The Philippines has reduced poverty at the
national level, but did so more rapidly for house-
holds where the head had completed at least pri-
mary education. Hence, in 2003 three out of five
people in poverty lived in a household where the
head had the lowest education level, a higher pro-
portion than at the beginning of  the 1990s. In Viet
Nam, two out of three living in such cohorts are
poor. For both countries, however, if  the head of
the household holds at least a college degree their
children will be able to break out of the cycle of
poverty.

It should be emphasized that these inequali-
ties refer to income, which is not necessarily the
most important measure of  well-being. Parents liv-
ing in poverty are likely to be more worried about
properly feeding their children or about the qual-
ity of  services at the nearest health centre. Although
income is still a key indicator of these choices, the
following sections broaden the picture by consid-
ering inequality in other vital aspects of human
development and in those indicators for which the
region has not performed that well.

Surviving the first
five years
One of the most sensitive indicators of progress
in human development is children’s chances of  sur-
vival. Each year across the Asia-Pacific region over

Source: ADB, 2007

Figure 2-1
Changes in the Gini-index, 1990s–2000s

Table 2-1
$1/day poverty rates by education level of household head,
1990s–2000s

  India  Philippines  Viet Nam 

  1993 2004   1994 2003   1993 2002 

 No schooling/ some primary 51.5 46.7  29.5 27.1  19.2 7.7 

 Complete primary 31.1 26.8  19.2 13.3  15.7 2.5 

 Complete secondary 14.5 13.1  5.7 3.8  8.1 1.0 

 Higher 4.9 4.7   0.5 0.5   3.9 0.1 
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greater. In the poorest rural quintile the propor-
tion of under-five children underweight is 61 per
cent, while in the poorest urban quintile it is 66 per
cent.

The drive for clean
water
Child health and child nutrition are also closely
linked to the availability of  clean drinking water.
Children drinking contaminated water not only suf-
fer from diseases such as diarrhoea but also find it
more difficult to absorb nutrients and thus become
more malnourished. In terms of  access to drink-
ing water from improved sources the region as a
whole has made progress - many countries are early
achievers. But there are striking rural and urban dif-
ferences, not just in overall coverage but in the
sources of  water. In rural areas improved sources
would typically be tube wells, boreholes, protected
dug wells or protected springs, while urban house-
holds may use similar sources, they are more likely
to get water from public standpipes in the streets
or have water piped to their homes.

The overall rural-urban pattern, as mentioned
in the previous section, shows that in urban areas
access for most countries is often above 90 per
cent, but with rural areas often lagging by 10 to 20
percentage points. Nevertheless there are still seri-
ous problems for urban households. In Bangladesh,
Indonesia and the Philippines there are signs that
as a result of urban population increase, the cov-
erage is falling. Over the period from 1990 to 2005,
all three countries saw a large influx of migrants to
the cities. The proportion of  the total population
living in urban areas in Bangladesh rose from 20
to 25 per cent, in the Philippines from 49 to 63 per
cent and in Indonesia from 31 to 48 per cent.

Many of these new urban dwellers settle in
densely populated slum areas, increasing their ex-
posure to contagious diseases, unsanitary condi-
tions and high levels of pollution. In Bangladesh,
for example, 85 per cent of urban dwellers live in
slums in 2001. Governments have found it diffi-
cult to keep up with this rural-urban influx and to
provide these new inhabitants with improved wa-
ter supplies. Between 1990 and 2004, urban access
to improved sources of water in Bangladesh de-
creased from 83 to 82 per cent, while in Indonesia
over the same period, coverage dropped from 92
to 87 per cent; both countries are thus regressing

for this MDG target.
In some countries progress has been faster in

rural areas. Nepal and Viet Nam, for example, have
been able to provide rural households with access
to improved sources of water more rapidly than
other countries in the region, making them early
achievers. Between 1990 and 2004, Nepal increased
coverage in rural areas by 22 percentage points,
from 67 to 89 per cent, compared with only one
percentage point in urban areas. Viet Nam in-
creased rural coverage twice as much as it did ur-
ban coverage (Figure 2-7).

When countries achieve high overall levels of
coverage the disparities between income groups
start to narrow. In countries where coverage is still
low, however, there can be wide gaps between
rich and poor. Cambodia, for example, has very
low coverage of water from improved sources,
nationally only 41 per cent, a rate similar to that of
Afghanistan. Geographical disparities are also sig-
nificant since the proportion of urban households
with access to improved sources of water is twice
that in rural areas, where coverage is only 35 per
cent. In Kandal, the region surrounding the capi-
tal, Phnom Penh, an estimated 85 per cent of the
population had access to water in 2000, while in
rural areas the proportion was only around one-
third.

 As Figure 2-8 shows, in urban areas of Cam-
bodia where over 70 per cent of urban residents
living in slums, there are much greater disparities
between rich and poor. Among the richest quintile,
80 per cent have coverage, but among the poorest
quintile the proportion drops to 17 per cent.  Al-
though in rural areas disparities are smaller, even
for the richest rural quintile access is lower than the
urban average.

Figure 2-7
Access to improved water sources between 1990 and 2004,
by residence
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