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POVERTY ANALYSIS (SUMMARY)1 
 

1. Economic growth in the Kyrgyz Republic during 2001–2011 was inclusive. Through 
much of the period, poor households benefitted from and participated in new economic 
opportunities. Economic growth was accompanied by a rapid reduction in the poverty rate from 
56.4% in 2001 to 31.7% in 2008, based on the national poverty line, and the share of the poor in 
total cash income remained roughly constant.2 Growth in remittances and services maintained 
the high rate of poverty reduction during this period even through years when industry 
contracted. Because many households in the Kyrgyz Republic live slightly below or slightly 
above the poverty line, an opportunity exists for further rapid poverty reduction. However, this 
also means that many households are highly vulnerable to slipping into poverty during economic 
setbacks. Many of these people were badly impacted during 2009–2011 by the effects of 
political, social, and economic crises in the country, as well as by rising food prices. The poverty 
rate first stagnated at the improved 2008 rate during this period and then rose, reaching 36.8% 
in 2011. As a result, the overall rate of poverty reduction in the Kyrgyz Republic during 2005–
2011 was below those of Kazakhstan, Pakistan, and Tajikistan, although higher than in 
Afghanistan, Armenia, and Georgia.3 Reigniting inclusive growth is a priority for the government. 
Sustained improvements to public services and infrastructure are also essential if the Kyrgyz 
Republic is to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 
 

Table 1: Growth, Poverty, Inflation, and Incomes—2007–2011 

 Item 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

GDP growth (%)  8.5  8.4 2.9 (0.5) 6.0 

Agriculture (%)  1.6  0.9 6.7 (2.6) 1.9 

Industry (including gold) (%) 10.3 14.0 (0.3)  2.5  7.0 

Services (%) 12.6 11.0 2.3 (1.1)  6.9 

Average consumer price index increase (%) 10.2 24.5 6.8  7.8 16.6 

Food price inflation (%) 14.7 32.3 1.1  6.5 25.9 

Poverty headcount (%) 35.0 31.7 31.7 33.7 36.8 

Extreme poverty headcount (%)   6.6  6.1  3.1  5.3  4.5 

Unemployment rate (%)   8.2  8.2  8.4  8.7  8.5 

Workers' remittances (% of GDP) 16.4 22.1 19.0    23.5 24.3 

Inequality (Gini coefficient, consumption)   0.27  0.25 0.25  0.25  0.23 

Share of the poorest 20% in cash income (%)   5.1  6.8 6.4  6.4  6.1 

(  ) = negative, GDP = gross domestic product. 
Sources: World Bank; National Statistics Committee; Asian Development Outlook, 2010 and 2011.  

 
2. Patterns of growth and poverty reduction, 2007–2011. Economic growth was high 
2007–2008 and poverty continued to decline (Table 1). This pattern changed in 2008 when a 
variety of factors, including a harsh winter and high food price inflation, left many households 
facing food and energy insecurity. In 2009, the country was hit by the effects of the global food, 
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  This summary is based on a diagnostic study financed under ADB. 2012. Technical Assistance to the Kyrgyz 

Republic for Support for Strategic Assessment of the Kyrgyz Economy to Promote Inclusive Economic Growth. 

Manila. The World Bank country office in the Kyrgyz Republic provided valuable guidance and cooperation in its 
preparation.  

2
  This summary uses poverty estimates from the National Statistics Committee (NSC), taking further detail from 

various World Bank reports. Poverty is measured using data from the national Kyrgyz Integrated Household Survey 
(KIHS). Poor households are those whose total consumption is below the poverty line, defined as the cost of “basic 
needs”—2100 calories per person per day, plus an allocation for non-food consumption. Households below the 
food poverty line are defined as the extreme poor. The NSC updates the poverty line annually to reflect price 
changes, using the national food and non-food inflation rates. The NSC revised the poverty basket and the poverty 
line in 2008 and 2011 to accurately account for high inflation, using price data collected as part of the KIHS.   

3
  Calculations based on World Development Indicators and NSC poverty data. 



2 
 

fuel, financial, and economic crises, with sharp falls in remittances and exports, and rising 
prices. In 2010, political unrest in the country’s North was followed by violence in the South. 
These events severely affected economic activity and drove a rise in poverty and extreme 
poverty, especially in the southern oblasts of Osh and Jalal-Abad. The impacts of the 2010 
events, particularly border closures, were still felt in 2011. Combined with high food prices and 
other economic factors, they led to a rise in poverty to 36.8% despite revived economic growth. 
 
3. Where and who are the poor? National averages overall show a higher poverty rate in 
rural areas than in urban areas, but the overall urban poverty rate is skewed upward by the 
substantial influence of the rate in Bishkek City, which is among the best-off areas in the country 
(Table 2). In most oblasts, the differences between the poverty rates in the rural and the urban 
areas are insignificant. An increase in urban poverty from 2010 to 2011 may be partly explained 
by the updating of the poverty line to accurately reflect prices. But it also shows that the urban 
population, which includes recent rural migrants, remains vulnerable, particularly to price 
increases and to any reduction in economic opportunities. In 2011, almost one in three urban 
households lived in poverty. Bishkek City, the surrounding oblast of Chui, and the oblasts of 
Issyk-Kul have relatively low poverty rates, at 18.4%, 28.6%, and 29.4%, respectively. The 
country’s remaining oblasts can be considered less developed, with poverty rates above 35%. 
Naryn and Talas have the highest poverty rates, and Osh and Jalal-Abad, the most populous 
oblasts, are home to 52% of the country’s poor. Inequality declined from 2007 to 2011—from 
0.27 to 0.23 when measured by the consumption Gini coefficient, and from 0.42 to 0.38 when 
measured by the income Gini coefficient.  

 
Table 2: Poverty Rates and Distribution of the Poor 

(%) 

 
2010  2011 

Province/ City All Urban Rural 
 

All Urban Rural 
Distribution 
of the Poor 

Batken 33.6 26.6 35.8  35.6 25.4 38.9 7.2 

Jalalabad 44.7 32.7 49.7  45.3 43.5 46.0  22.6 

Issyk-Kul 38.0 26.4 42.7  29.5 29.4 29.6    6.7 

Naryn 53.5 39.3 56.1  49.9 39.7 51.7   6.5 

Osh, incl. city 41.9 47.0 40.0  44.7 48.1 43.2  29.6 

Talas 42.3 34.3 43.7  50.2 47.8 50.6   5.9 

Chui 21.9 24.2 21.4  28.6 25.2 29.4 12.0 

Bishkek City  7.9   7.9 

 

 18.4 18.4 

 

  8.5 

Total 33.7 23.6 39.5  36.8 30.7 40.4 100.0 

   Sources: National Statistics Committee and author’s calculations. 

 

4. In September 2012, the World Food Programme estimated that 25% of the population 
was food insecure. Food insecurity is highly seasonal and not always correlated with poverty, 
since poor rural households produce their own food. The Kyrgyz Republic depends on imports 
for food supply, so the population is highly vulnerable to rises in the international food prices, 
particularly those for wheat, as well as to any reductions in cash incomes.4  
 
5. Table 3 summarizes household correlates of poverty. Family size and dependency ratio 
are strongly correlated with poverty. As a result, child poverty reached 67.4% in 2011. 

                                                
4
  World Food Programme.2012. Follow-up Household Food Security Assessment: Summary of Findings, September 

2012. Bishkek: World Food Programme. Increases in the prices of coal, gas, and firewood can cause households 
to cut back on food consumption, and increases in fuel prices can affect access to markets for producers. 
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Education is a strong determinant of consumption levels and the probability of being poor, even 
after controlling for other factors.5 Differences in household characteristics, particularly 
education and demographics, explain around half of the difference in living standards between 
the wealthiest and the less developed regions.6 The gender aspects of poverty are complex and 
not well reflected by a comparison of poverty rates in households headed males and females.7 
However, widows are a particularly vulnerable group. 

 

Table 3: Household Correlates of Headcount Poverty 
 (%) 

 

 2010  2011 

 Item Poverty 
Extreme 
Poverty 

 
Poverty 

Extreme 
Poverty 

Rural  39.5 6.0  40.4 5.7 
Urban  23.6 4.2  30.7 2.6 
4-person household 31.1 5.4  (…) (…) 
Household of 7 or more persons  82.5 34.9  (…) (…) 
Illiterate household head 59.0 14.3  46.6 22.6 
Household head with higher education 8.0 1.2  10.5 0.6 

   (…) = not available.  
   Source: National Statistics Committee. 

 
6. Drivers of poverty: incomes and livelihoods. The factors behind poverty trends are 
region-specific. For example, the southern provinces are highly dependent on trade with 
Uzbekistan and have been badly hit by continued border closures following the 2010 events. 
Farmers in Talas were affected by a poor 2011 harvest of beans, competition from potato 
producers in Belarus, and Kazakhstan’s closure of its border to meat and dairy products from 
the Kyrgyz Republic.8 Vulnerable groups in Bishkek City have been affected by a decline in 
trade activity in the Dordoi Bazaar. Nonetheless, poverty also has common underlying structural 
drivers.  
 
7. Unemployment is higher and labor participation lower among the poor in urban areas. 
Many urban workers are also poor. The unemployment rates have varied only slightly over time, 
and only 48.0% of the urban poor are employed. The prevalence of low-paying, insecure jobs 
makes it difficult for workers to move out of poverty. Almost all rural households have access to 
land9 and therefore employment.10 However, underemployment is widespread, with 31.3% of 
men and 53.5% of women working less than 25 hours per week.11 The productivity of 
agricultural land and, especially, labor grew during 2002–2007, as surplus labor left farming, but 

                                                
5
  This is based partly on preliminary results of regression analysis by the World Bank country team, using the 

national household survey. There is also evidence that poverty constrains households from accessing quality 
education. Although average school attendance rates are high and gender disparities small, gaps are visible 
among the extreme poor group and poor households spend seven times less than others on education (World 
Bank. 2011. The Kyrgyz Republic: Profile and Dynamics of Poverty and Inequality, 2009. Washington, D.C: World 
Bank.) 

6
   A. Atamanov. 2013. Regional welfare disparities in the Kyrgyz Republic. Washington, DC: World Bank. 

7
   For more information, see Gender Analysis (accessible from the list of linked documents in Appendix 2). 

8
  The main market for potatoes from Talas is Kazakhstan. The creation of a customs union between Belarus, 

Kazakhstan, and the Russian Federation has made it impossible for Talas farmers to compete on price with 
producers in these three countries because they have customs fees imposed on their potatoes.  

9
  For more information on land reform and its impacts, see Z. Lerman and D. Sedik. 2009. Agrarian Reform in 

Kyrgyzstan: Achievements and the Unfinished Agenda. Policy Studies on Rural Transition. No. 2009-1. Rome: 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). 

10
  Differences in employment rates between poor and non-poor households are insignificant. 

11
  The poor work 20% fewer hours on average than the non-poor. 
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growth of agricultural GDP was slow.12 Small farm size (particularly in the South), high 
population mobility, the seasonality of agriculture, and the various needs for cash income mean 
that selling surplus agricultural produce or seeking off-farm income is essential for most rural 
households. In 2010, only 45.7% of rural workers were employed in agriculture, if migrants are 
included. If remittances were excluded from consumption, poverty rates would rise 
substantially.13 Women face particular challenges in the labor market, which are reflected in 
their low participation rates and significantly lower wages than men.14 
 
8. Social protection. The Kyrgyz Republic’s social protection system compares favorably 
with many countries of similar economic development in terms of the percentage of GDP spent. 
Although some improvements could be made in the targeting of social protection programs, a 
much greater impact on poverty would require increases in social protection payments that are 
beyond the Kyrgyz Republic’s means. Shortcomings in the social protection system are not 
considered a constraint to inclusiveness. To improve inclusiveness, the priority should be to 
reduce the frequency of country or community-wide shocks. This would involve reducing 
economic instability at home and reducing dependence on external factors by creating more 
domestic employment opportunities.  
 
9. Millennium Development Goals. The 2011 MDG progress report found that the Kyrgyz 
Republic had reached benchmarks for several MDG indicators, including reduction of extreme 
poverty, but is likely to fall short of targets on maternal and child mortality, gender equality, 
combating HIV/AIDS, and improving access to safe drinking water and sanitation, even in some 
urban areas.  
 
10. Conclusions and ADB assistance program. Poverty was reduced during 2005–2008, 
but progress stalled and poverty increased again following the events of 2010. This illustrated 
how easily gains can be reversed. Inclusive growth that benefits all the country’s regions is an 
urgent priority for the Kyrgyz Republic and a precondition for political and social stability and 
security. Sustainable improvements in health, education, and water supply and sanitation are 
also needed to achieve the MDGs. 
 
11. Remote regions remain poorer. Remittances have become an essential source of 
income. Helping youth from remote regions access employment, whether in their home areas, in 
major cities, or abroad will make a significant contribution to poverty reduction and help protect 
the migrants themselves, who are highly vulnerable to falling below the poverty line. In a context 
of severe underemployment, rural residents will join urban residents in seeking opportunities 
outside of agriculture. This means that achieving inclusive growth must include support for 
private sector development to provide more employment. In particular, addressing shortcomings 
in the financial system will help entrepreneurs create economic opportunities in remote regions.  
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  A. Akramov and N. Omuraliev. 2009. Institutional Change, Rural Services, and Agricultural Performance in 
Kyrgyzstan. IFPRI Discussion Paper 00904. The factors behind agricultural productivity are complex. World Bank 
and FAO. 2009. The Kyrgyz Republic: Farm Mechanization and Agricultural Productivity. Rome. This report states 

that small farm size and lack of access to credit, leading to lack of mechanization, are the main causes of low 
wheat productivity. About 97% of farmers have less than 5 hectares of land, and average land size among them is 
0.44 hectares. Lerman and Sedik.2009 in footnote10. This describes a failure to match success in privatization 
and individualization of land with reform or upgrading of support services and infrastructure. The factors 
constraining productivity in the livestock sector include a high prevalence of animal diseases, owing to the poor 
standard and availability of veterinary care. 

13
  Excluding remittances from consumption can overstate their impact on poverty because households may save, 

rather than spend, remittances. Nonetheless, the importance of remittances to household livelihoods is clearly 
large. 

14
  For more details, see Gender Analysis (accessible from the list of linked documents in Appendix 2). 


