
OVERALL ASSESSMENT
Agriculture remains very important for the region in terms of food security, 
growth, and poverty reduction as it is a large employer. New challenges related 
to urbanization and changing food demands, environmental degradation, and 
climate change have increased the prominence of the sector.

ADB’s overall support for sustainable agriculture and food security has been 
significant in terms of lending volume, but modest on results. This assessment 
is based on the weakness of ADB’s strategic guidance, limited development 
outcomes and inadequate institutional arrangements for delivery. It is 
noteworthy that performance has been improving over the evaluation period. 
ADB has the potential to make a substantial contribution to the sector.

ADB has been meeting its $2 billion annual approval target for food security. 
There is a trend towards larger operations, which reflects the focus on 
infrastructure; however, not all of these operations address food security and the 
tracking of non-ANRRD support has not been consistent.

The emphasis on water-related infrastructure investments, while fundamental 
to the sector, does not fully address the increasingly varied and expanding 
challenges for ANRRD, resulting in gaps between country needs and ADB 
support.

The comparatively poor performance of irrigation, particularly in terms of 
effectiveness and sustainability, is a concern. Given ADB’s sizable and increasing 
investment in irrigation over the years, potential gains are at risk.   

The balance of staff skills and the role of supervision and implementation 
support will be important institutional determinants of ADB’s future ability to 
contribute to ANRRD.

FINDINGS
Strategic

• Strategically, the downgrading of agriculture to a noncore sector in 2008 as 
part of Strategy 2020 was poorly timed, given the 2007–2008 food price crisis.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Strategic

1. Ensure the new operational priority plan for the 
rural development and food security priority 
area of Strategy 2030 recognizes the need 
for multisector solutions and is underpinned 
by a revised sector framework for agriculture 
and natural resources, and a revised sector 
framework for water, with more detailed 
guidance and a refined project classification.

2. Promote more robust sector diagnostics, 
through increased technical assistance, to 
strengthen project pipelines and country 
partnership strategies that can deliver the 
Strategy 2030 rural development and food 
security priority area objectives. 

Portfolio and Operations

3. Increase the attention paid to agricultural 
activities, policy and institutional reforms, and 
the private sector to address key constraints on 
outcomes.

4. For expanding areas of work (e.g. value chains) 
and core work needing improvement (e.g., 
irrigation) strengthen up-front diagnostic work, 
quality-at-entry processes, and supervision for 
better performance, particularly sustainability, 
and results at the project level. 

5. Enhance support for agricultural value chains, 
through a One ADB approach that articulates 
collaboration between sovereign and 
nonsovereign operations.

6. Maintain attention and improve performance 
of investments in water infrastructure, where 
ADB has a comparative advantage, and expand 
focus on broader water resource management 
and climate actions.

Organization for Delivery

7. Increase ADB’s expertise and strengthen the 
ANRRD staff skills mix.

8. Expand collaboration and partnerships 
with recognized centers of excellence to 
complement current staff resources and 
supplement skills shortages.

THE EVALUATION IN BRIEF

ADB Support for Agriculture, Natural Resources, and 
Rural Development 

This sector-wide evaluation covers a 13-year period from 2005 through 
2017, with an emphasis on the period since 2008 following the adoption 
of ADB’s Strategy 2020. During the evaluation period, the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) support for the agriculture, natural resources, 
and rural development (ANRRD) sector amounted to $12.2 billion. 
ANRRD lending as a share of total ADB lending for the 2005–2017 
period fluctuated between 2% and 12% per year. This evaluation is guided 
by the Operational Plan for Agriculture and Natural Resources and 
the portfolio classified by ADB as ANRRD. The evaluation is part of a 
new series of sector-wide evaluations undertaken by the Independent 
Evaluation Department.

Evaluation
Independent



• ADBs’ strategies for agriculture and food security have not 
been relevant to the region’s needs, although their relevance 
has been improving since 2009. 

• The steady decline in lending for investments related to the 
agricultural policy and production subsectors from 47% in 
2005–2009 to 8% in the 2014–2017 and the corresponding 
increase in support to water-related subsectors from 50% 
to 80% over the same period is the most significant trend in 
the composition of ADB’s lending. If ADB is to enhance its 
contribution to sustainable agriculture and food security, 
it needs to complement continued support for water with 
increased attention on agricultural services. 

• East Asia ($4.1 billion, 37%), particularly the People's 
Republic of China, received the most support during the 
evaluation period; the Pacific ($31 million, 0.3%) received 
extremely limited support.

• ADB’s operational plans lacked a regional focus, even though 
regional public goods, trade, and research are important and 
addressing them would be a natural role for ADB.

Portfolio and Operations

• ADB support for sustainable agriculture and food security 
improved from a low of 59% successful in 2005–2009 to 79% 
successful in 2014–2017. Of the major subsectors, the lowest 
performing was the irrigation (30% of the portfolio) at 47%. 
The lowest ratings were for sustainability.

• The overall ANRRD success rate (64.5%) was at par with the 
ADB average (64.9%) but lower than the corporate target 
of 80%. There were no highly successful projects and at 10% 
the proportion of unsuccessful projects was higher than the 
ADB average of 6%.

• ADB’s contribution to key links in agricultural value chains 
was mostly through nonsovereign operations; sovereign 
operations support has been limited to input supply and 
production, mainly through infrastructure. 

• Excluding the countries covered by the regional projects, 
ADB nonsovereign operations support for agribusiness has 
been limited to six countries and needs to expand. 

• Policy dialogue has been limited and nonlending activities 
have not been well aligned with the investment lending. 

• Technical assistance has been used to support innovation 
and emerging areas. 

• Remote sensing technologies and impact studies are 
not used enough to evaluate the causal links between 
investment project inputs and results. 

Organization for Delivery

• ADB’s approach, delivery, and resources have been 
inadequate to meeting the overall goal of sustainable 
agriculture and food security, with an emphasis on water-
related infrastructure. 

• ADB needs more specialized skills to carry out sector 
economic, policy, governance, and institutional analysis as 
well as to address areas such as value chains and private 
sector development.

• Staff survey results showed mixed levels of satisfaction with 
the Rural Development and Food Security Thematic Group.

• ADB has not paid sufficient attention nor provided 
adequate resources to assuring the quality at entry of 
ANRRD operations and supervising technical issues.

KEY ISSUES
External

• Numerous external factors, such as trade policy, access 
to finance, and competing users of natural resources, 
negatively impact and add to the risk and complexity of 
agricultural investments. ANRRD investments must be 
designed so they take account of related sectors and policies 
and that negative impacts can be mitigated, and synergies 
identified. 

• Climate change impacts are highly detrimental for ANRRD, 
given the importance of climatic conditions for agriculture 
and the natural resource base. ADB must support greater 
resilience through adaptation investments, particularly 
since agriculture is the predominant user of water across 
the region. Water-related stresses, including floods and 
droughts, are among the most significant impacts of 
increasing climate variability and change.

Internal

• The ADB operational plans do not provide sufficient 
strategic guidance and clarity. 

• ADB does not provide enough support for agricultural 
policies or for engagement with the private sector. ADB 
needs to carry out shared public and private sector 
diagnostic work and complementary project development 
and implementation support, combined with sector policy 
dialogue. 

• Although ADB is meeting its $2 billion annual approval 
target for food security, an ADB-wide approach is lacking.

• The ADB portfolio in many countries is not fully responsive 
to the range of needs and the application of innovation has 
been limited. Over the evaluation period, ADB’s ANRRD 
contribution to South Asian and Pacific countries was lower 
than expected, given their needs.

• ADB’s staff composition for sustainable agriculture and 
food security has not been sufficient to match the growing 
ambition of the operational plans and Strategy 2030.

• ADB does not have sufficient cross-departmental or cross-
divisional cooperation to deliver sustainable agriculture 
and food security. The ANRRD Thematic Group, on its 
own, cannot deliver the goals of the Strategy 2030 rural 
development and food security priority area.
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Evaluation in Brief is a handy, two-page quick reference designed to feed findings 
and recommendations from independent evaluations to a broader range of clients. 




