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Moment
of Truth
The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) have served
humanity well. They galvanized global attention for helping the
world’s poor and vulnerable. In less than 3 years, a new development
agenda will take up the challenge of delivering a sustainable future
for humanity. The successor goals will benefit from the MDG’s focus.
But they must accomplish much more in a world that has changed
dramatically since the MDGs were conceived.
A global conversation is underway to frame the new goals. It’s early
days, but the vision is bold: a world without acute poverty, where
the marginalized lead productive lives, and where economic growth
doesn’t strain the planet to breaking point. The goals will likely be
universal, measurable, few in number, and easily understood.
The developing world’s strong voice in the consultation process
is likely to result in goals that are both emphatic and far-reaching. A
key player in this process is United Nations Secretary-General Ban
Ki-moon, who provides an exclusive glimpse into his post-2015 vision
in a conversation with Development Asia. We’re also thrilled to have
Bill Gates explaining how better development data can energize the
next agenda.
The post-2015 development agenda, and the goals that will drive it,
will be a moment of truth for the world. I’m delighted that one of my
first public actions as ADB’s new publisher and principal director of
external relations is to introduce Development Asia’s special report
on these pivotal issues, and their implications for Asia and the Pacific.

Satinder Bindra
Publisher

Publisher
Satinder Bindra
MANAGING EDITOR
Andrew Perrin
SENIOR EDITOR
John Larkin
EDITORIAL ADVISOR
Nessim Ahmad
Associate Editor
Jenina Alli
PRODUCTION MANAGER
Miguel Paulino
Copy Editor
Leo Magno
DESIGN
Cleone Baradas
COVER PHOTOS: AFP

Development Asia features development
issues important to Asia and the Pacific.
It is published twice a year by the Asian
Development Bank (ADB). The views expressed
in this magazine are those of the authors and do
not reflect the views and policies of ADB. Use of
the term “country” does not imply any judgment
by the authors or ADB as to the legal or other
status of any territorial entity.
Advertising of any specific commercial
product, process, service by trade name,
trademark, manufacturer, or otherwise, in this
publication does not constitute or imply ADB’s
endorsement, recommendation, or favoring of
the product or the entity thereof.
WRITE TO US
Send your feedback to the editor at
editor@development.asia
ADVERTISING
To advertise in Development Asia, contact
advertising@development.asia
SUBSCRIPTIONS
Contact subscriptions@development.asia
REPRINTS
Material published in Development Asia and
on www.development.asia, including articles,
photos, graphics, and other content, is
copyrighted. Material may not be reproduced,
republished, or redistributed without
written permission of Development Asia. For
reprint permission, please contact editor@
development.asia. Photographs not owned by
ADB require permission from the copyright
holder for reprinting.
Development Asia
Department of External Relations
Asian Development Bank
6 ADB Avenue, Mandaluyong City
1550 Metro Manila, Philippines
editor@development.asia
www.adb.org
Note: In this publication, "$" refers to
US dollars

© 2013 Asian Development Bank
ISSN 1998-7528

2

www.development.asia

Inside
35

CONTRIBUTORS

38

43

Rice Shock
Food price spikes
can strike suddenly

44

Overdue Antidote
Indonesia’s health
reforms could be just
the tonic

FEATURES

The Right Stuff
One man’s journey to a
skilled job illustrates Asia’s
retraining challenge

Breeding Success
Turning remittances
into businesses

DEPARTMENTS
4
5
6
39
47

41

Situation Report
On The Record
On The Web
Review
Development 		
Agenda

Unstable Staples
Rising food prices
hit the poor

BILL GATES

is cochair of the Bill
& Melinda Gates
Foundation, which
supports initiatives in
education, global health, and poverty
reduction. He cofounded global software
leader Microsoft after leaving Harvard
University in his junior year. In 2000 he
and wife Melinda created the foundation,
which works to expand opportunities
for the poor and underprivileged by
collaborating with grant recipients and
other partners. Find his opinion piece
about development data on p. 32.

JOHN LARKIN

is senior editor of
Development Asia. He
has lived in Asia for
nearly 15 years, mostly as
a foreign correspondent in the Republic of
Korea, and in India where he was a staff
writer for the Wall Street Journal. John
has also written for Time magazine, the
Far Eastern Economic Review, and the
Sydney Morning Herald, and won two
awards from the Society of Publishers in
Asia for his coverage of the region. In this
issue he writes about technology transfer
on p. 27 and remittances on p. 38.

PALANI MOHAN

48
PHOTO: AFP (BIill Gates)

Black & White

November 2013 Development Asia

is a Madras-born
Australian photographer
who has lived in Asia
since 1999. His work
has been published in
many leading magazines and newspapers
including National Geographic, Time,
and the New York Times. Palani has won
awards from World Press Photo, the
National Press Photographers Association,
and American Photo and Communication
Arts. He has published four books of
documentary photography. His work
appears on p. 48.

3

SITUATION
REPORT
Malaria Model
The Solomon Islands is providing
a model the rest of the region can
emulate through its successful
efforts to combat malaria.
Cases of the mosquito-borne
disease have dropped to 46 per
1,000 people from nearly 200 per
1,000 in 2003.
For several years, the Australian
Agency for International
Development, the Global Fund
to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and
Malaria, and Japan’s International
Cooperation Agency have helped
the government implement its
national malaria control plan.
Efforts include distribution
of mosquito nets treated with
repellant, environmental cleanups,
insecticide spraying, and improved

diagnostic capacity.
Local community
leadership in partnership
with local and national
governments has been
the key to success.
Malaria is endemic
to the Solomon Islands
mainly due to its climate,
which leaves children
in particular vulnerable
year-round to infection
through mosquito bites.
The Global Fund
says 98% of the 328
health care facilities
in the Solomon
Islands are now equipped with
rapid diagnostic kits for malaria.
The kits enable quick diagnosis of
malaria and early prescription of
appropriate medication.

Several Asian countries have cut
malaria infection rates by more than
75% since 2000, but the disease
remains a major threat according to
the World Health Organization.

Asia’s sprawling cities face an urgent
need to boost resilience against
natural disasters as climate change
triggers new threats that could derail
the region’s economic growth.
Asia and the Pacific is more
vulnerable to natural hazards than
other parts of the world.
Over the past 40 years, its
disaster-related annual death
rate doubled the global average,
says a report entitled Investing in
Resilience: Ensuring a DisasterResistant Future.
It has also accounted for half the
global economic cost of disasters
over the past 20 years, according to
a study on ADB’s response to natural
disasters and disaster risks.
Climate change has brought
severe weather events, such as
storms and flooding, which cause
massive disruption, threatening
entire economies and lives,
according to ADB.
“Some 20 million people [in Asia]
were displaced by weather and
climate-related events last year
alone,” Bart Édes, ADB’s director of
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poverty reduction, gender and
social development, noted in a
recent interview.
In Investing in Resilience: Ensuring
a Disaster-Resistant Future, ADB
highlighted losses from disasters
including less effective poverty
reduction, lower economic output,
lost schooling, and widening income
and gender inequalities.
Without targeted investment,
“disaster risk will continue to
accumulate and losses to expand,
threatening long-term inclusive,
sustainable growth in the region,”
states the report.
Asia’s fast-growing cities are
becoming larger disaster zones,
highlighting the need for better
urban planning, according to recent
World Bank report Strong, Safe and
Resilient—A Strategic Policy Guide
for Disaster Risk Management in the
East Asia and the Pacific.
The report calls for more spending
on disaster prevention, early warning
systems, and “green” infrastructure,
such as wetland buffers to mitigate
flood damage.
www.development.asia
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Mastering Disaster

Solar Steppe
Mongolia’s road to prosperity has been
paved with mineral wealth quarried
underground. But its sunny, windswept
plains and mountains hold promise of a
renewable energy boom that could provide
an alternative, cleaner route.
Wind and solar power are particularly
suited to the country’s climate and
topography, potentially providing an answer
to global warming concerns, and turning
Mongolia into a regional energy hub.
“We have some ideas of how Mongolia
can be Asia’s super grid for wind power
and solar power, and other renewable energies,” Mongolia’s President
Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj told reporters in a news conference marking the United
Nation’s World Environment Day on 5 June. “We have great potential to
generate power.”
The government’s goal is to increase energy production from renewables
to 20%–25% by 2020, tapping the potential of solar, wind, geothermal, and
biomass energy sources.
The National Renewable Energy Center estimates that 10% of the country’s
landmass is suitable for wind power production, and sunlight hours tally up
to 3,300 annually. The country’s first wind farm began producing electricity in
June 2013 near the capital Ulaanbataar, and is expected to cut national carbon
emissions by 164,000 tons annually.

PHOTOS: corbis (solar steppe), AFP (spolied harvest)

Spoiled Harvest
Despite growing affluence, nearly
two-thirds of the world’s chronically
hungry people live in Asia and the
Pacific. They are probably unaware
that food they could be eating is
going to waste.
Food waste is a growing problem
as the region’s population rises amid
failure to stem food losses after
harvest. Up to 37% of rice and as
much as 50% of fruits and vegetables
grown in Asia is lost or wasted due to
subpar farming practices, packaging,
storage, and transport.
The Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) launched a
“Save Food Asia-Pacific Campaign”
last August to raise awareness about
November 2013 Development Asia

global food losses of 1.3 billion tons
a year.
“If the food wasted or lost globally
could be reduced by just one
quarter, this would be sufficient
to feed the 870 million people
suffering from chronic hunger,”
says Hiroyuki Konuma, FAO
regional representative for Asia and
the Pacific.
Despite declining poverty, the
proportion of undernourished
children in Asia fell only marginally
between 1990 and 2009. Reducing
food waste and storage losses could
close the gap between supply and
demand by 15%–25%, according to a
recent ADB report.
Asia produces enough food, but
too much of it perishes before it
can be eaten. Losses are common
in developing countries due to poor
roads and high humidity. But food
waste is also prevalent in more
developed countries like Japan and
Singapore, says the FAO.
The FAO campaign focuses on
advocacy to reduce food losses from
farm to market, and also from market
to table.

ON THE
RECORD
We need to build smarter
infrastructure that is both
less polluting and more
resilient. We must find
solutions to provide clean
energy, healthy food, and
clean water for all in an
increasingly resourceconstrained world. And
we have to equip people
with the knowledge and
tools they need to be able to
adapt to a rapidly changing
environment.
—Takehiko Nakao,
ADB President, Sept. 2013.

The world will be in a
different condition in the
middle of the 21st century
than it is now...the concept
of ‘developed country’
itself may be very different
from the contemporary
understanding. Things can
change quickly in this world.

—Kazakhstan President
Nursultan Nazarbayev, Sept. 2013.

Even though household work
is an essential ingredient
of the process of earning
an outside income, the
social conventions of most
countries of the world have
tended to discriminate in
favor of the so-called breadearners and against those
whose household work make
that bread earning possible.
—Amartya Sen, Indian economist
and Nobel laureate, June 2013.
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ON THE
WEB

ON THE
WEB
Mapping Aid

www.aidflows.org
Aid is crucial for development. So
transparency is important, to show where
aid comes from and make sure it gets to
its intended destination. Aidflows, the
result of a partnership between ADB, the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development, and the World Bank, is a
comprehensive database on development
financing around the world—tracking it
from source to destination. Users can
select a country and browse several data
sets on its role as donor or beneficiary,
as well as its key development indicators
and progress on meeting Millennium

AD
One-Stop App

www.adb.org/mobile-apps
Here’s how to be in the know, on the go,
about Asia. A new ADB mobile app gives
users their own personal database on the
region’s social and economic trends.
The AsiaData mobile app provides free

Development Goals. Country data can be
cross-referenced, much of the financial
information shown in grid and chart
form. There is also information about the
contributions by new donors to trust funds
administered by the three organizations
involved in the site. This data demonstrates
how such donations are becoming an
important source of new funding.
The data is extensive, making it a useful tool
not only for development professionals
but also for media, civil society, and
beneficiary countries.
access to a broad range of indicators,
including economic performance, finance,
prices, people, transport, energy, and
governance. The data is mostly sourced
from information provided by ADB member
countries for the Bank’s publication, Key
Indicators for Asia and the Pacific. The app
is customized for mobile devices, and allows
users to build graphs and tables using any
of the 217 featured indicators. “Increasingly
people are using mobile devices to search
for data and to monitor economic and
social trends,” said ADB chief economist
Changyong Rhee. “Navigation on this new
app is intuitive and most of the data is
interactive, making it very easy to use.”

Going Green
www.ecofacts.com.ar

Ever wondered where your country ranks
on green growth? There’s a mountain of
data out there—too much, in fact. Ecofacts
distills World Bank data to show how
individual countries are faring on energy
consumption and climate change. Winner
of the World Bank’s Apps for Climate
competition in 2012, this user-friendly web
app allows viewers to select a country,
find its CO2 emission levels and electricity
consumption going back a decade, and
rank it against its region and the world. The
app gives data for each country’s various
electricity sources, then drills deeper to
show how individual efforts can have major
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positive environmental impacts. If half the
houses in the People’s Republic of China
removed a single 60-watt lightbulb from
daily use, for instance, the country’s yearly
CO2 emissions would drop by nearly 40
million tons—about the weight of
22 million cars.
www.development.asia
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Can the next global development
goals deliver the future we need?

November 2013 Development Asia
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Sustainable Development
It’s all about water
The Global Water Partnership (GWP) is an intergovernmental organisation of
more than 2,800 Partner organisations in 167 countries. The GWP network is
committed to building a water secure world with the mission to support the
sustainable development and management of water resources at all levels.

www.gwp.org
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A global conversation is laying the
groundwork for a new era in development
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By John Otis
he shelves of
government ministries
and development
agencies are jammed
with reports on how to
make the world a better place—and
many go unread.
A celebrated exception has
been the United Nations (UN)
Millennium Development Goals
or MDGs. Approved in 2000, the
MDGs represented a dramatic
departure for the UN. Instead of
vague objectives, they set numerical
targets and deadlines like halving
poverty and delivering universal
primary education by 2015.
Though criticized for being
too simplistic and for separating
poverty issues into silos, these
factors were also secrets of their
success. The MDGs were concise
and inspirational, helping mobilize
billions of dollars in resources
and galvanize global development
efforts. Even though they were
November 2013 Development Asia

nonbinding, three of the eight goals
were achieved prior to 2015.
“The history of global targets
is long, the list of successes short.
But the Millennium Development
Goals stand out as one of the most
resonant and unifying political
agreements ever achieved,” says
a recent report on the post-2015
agenda by Save the Children.
So as the world contemplates a
successor framework to the MDGs
for the 2015–2030 timeframe, it
must pull off a balancing act. The
task is to devise a road map for
development that, like the MDGs,
is practical, easily understood, and
widely embraced by stakeholders.
But as developing countries
become more prosperous, the new
agenda must also address pressing
issues such as rising inequality,
growing environmental stress, and
poor governance.
“We are aiming for a more
ambitious universal agenda to

tackle not only the unfinished
business of the Millennium
Development Goals, but to
go further to address the new
and emerging challenges,” UN
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
tells Development Asia in an
interview (see p. 18).
Experts say this requires an
integrated, holistic approach to
development as opposed to
the single-minded push for end-ofthe-pipe results demanded by
the MDGs.
“We need to deepen the
development agenda to reach
the people not reached by the
original MDGs,” says Claire
Melamed, head of the growth,
poverty, and inequality program
at the London-based Overseas
Development Institute. “One of the
best things about the MDGs was
their simplicity. You could explain
them to your 11-year-old. If the new
framework becomes too complex,
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nobody will understand it and there
will be no pressure on governments
to act.”
At first glance, worries about
overcomplicating the process look
justified. The new development
goals hinge on an unwieldy, twotrack consultative process.
The first track teed off in July
2012 when Ban called for a “bold yet
practical” development vision and
named a 27-member High-Level
Panel of Eminent Persons to advise
him, led by Indonesian President
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono,
Liberian President Ellen Johnson
Sirleaf, and United Kingdom Prime
Minister David Cameron. The panel
is a key catalyst for the post-2015
development agenda, sometimes
called MDG 2.0. Its manifesto,

coherent new goals. The process
will be complex and contentious,
with several possible outcomes
including messy, overlapping goals
that fail to inspire action.
But initial signs are encouraging.
Though it wasn’t mandated
with producing SDG-like goals,
the panel opted for universal
targets matching a broader
push to integrate economic and
environmental sustainability
into poverty eradication. The
OWG noted “wide support for a
single post-2015 UN development
framework containing a single set of
goals” and urged a holistic approach
to sustainable development.
Ban drew upon both in a report
(A Life of Dignity for All) presented
in September to the General

“If the new framework
becomes too complex, nobody
will understand it and there
will be no pressure on
governments to act.”

—Claire Melamed, head of the growth, poverty, and
inequality program at the Overseas Development Institute
published in May, recommends 12
universal goals.
Track two started early in
2013, when the Open Working
Group (OWG) involving 70 UN
General Assembly member states
started crafting the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs)
endorsed at last year’s Rio+20
UN Conference on Sustainable
Development. The OWG will
report next year, signaling the
start of a yearlong process of
intergovernmental consultations
that are expected to finalize the
new agenda by the end of 2015.
The great unknown is whether
these two tracks can converge
before deadline to produce
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Assembly on MDG progress and
prospects for the new agenda.
He highlighted the panel’s five
key transformative shifts: leave
no one behind, prioritizing
sustainable development, inclusive
growth, building peace and good
governance, and forging a new
global partnership. The OWG, he
noted, would propose new goals
for sustainable development next
year. Fears that the two processes
could produce two cumbersome
sets of goals were allayed when
UN member states committed to
work toward “a single framework
and set of goals” applicable to
all countries and grounded in
sustainable development.

SUCH HIGH-PROFILE
endorsements have made
sustainable development the
guiding principle of consultations
on the new goals. Goals modeled
on the Rio+20 SDGs would differ
from MDGs in several important
ways. They would recognize that
development issues are interlinked.
A target on reducing
malnutrition, for example, could
become a broader goal on food
security that might include
everything from cutting out
waste from harvest and food
consumption to discouraging
financial speculation on
commodities `futures that can
trigger huge food price swings.
Poverty reduction remains an
overarching objective, but viewed
in the context of sustainable
development in its economic,
social, and environmental
dimensions. Goals based on the
Rio+20 SDGs would build on the
progress made by the MDGs,
while calling for profound
action from both developed and
developing countries.
In his September report, Ban
elaborated on the preferred
mechanics of the next development
agenda. It would be anchored
on universal human rights and
values, driven by concise goals
and targets, implemented by a
global partnership of stakeholders,
its progress monitored by
accountability mechanisms.
The strategy is to promote a
virtuous “race to the top.” Just as
governments pay close attention
to Transparency International’s
annual surveys on corruption, the
idea is that officials will be looking
over their shoulders and measuring
their progress on the goals against
their neighbors’. Yet there are
growing concerns that nations
won’t fully buy into the next
generation of development goals.
The MDGs were hard to
argue with, as they focused on
an obvious set of development
www.development.asia
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challenges. But the new goals
would go much further. The post2015 framework could suffer “the
curse of the sequel,” according to
David Steven, associate director of
New York University’s Center on
International Development.
The MDGs emerged under the
radar as UN officials lifted eight
sentences from the Millennium
Declaration adopted in 2000,
molded them into targets, and
presented them to the world.
By contrast, broad-based
consultations have turned the post2015 process into a global town hall
that could complicate chances of
reaching an agreement, according
to Jan Vandemoortele, one of the
co-architects of the MDGs.
“I’m afraid that…we’ll end up
with what I call a badly decorated
Christmas tree—nobody will
want to get too close to it,”
Vandemoortele told development
website Devex. “We will have the
semblance of an international
consensus, but the next day it will
fall into oblivion.”
But at least for now, momentum
for an ambitious set of new goals—
whether SDGs or something
else—appears to be building.
Heads of the World Bank, the
International Monetary Fund,
and the African, Asian, and InterAmerican development banks in a
joint letter to Ban last July strongly
endorsed the High-Level Panel’s
recommendations. They urged
rapid convergence of the SDGs and
post-2015 processes to produce a
single agenda.
The extensive consultations
could give the final document more
legitimacy, according to Paul Ladd,
who leads the United Nations
Development Programme’s post2015 team. More than 1 million
people and 5,000 organizations
from 120 countries have already
been consulted. Several UNsponsored mechanisms, including
the UN System Task Team
comprising around 60 UN agencies,
November 2013 Development Asia

The poor are confined to
the margins of the region’s
economic growth.

have produced reports. Much of
the input has come through surveys
on UN-sponsored websites. There
have even been essay contests.
“During the first 5 years, the
MDGs didn’t stimulate much
action because people didn’t know
what they were,” Ladd says. By
contrast, for the SDG concept,
“popular engagement will increase
the chances that people will own
the process.” Ladd insisted that
voices of the people are already
shaping possible SDGs. In the UN
online surveys, “an honest and
responsive government” stands as a
top priority of respondents, most of
whom hail from low- and middleincome nations. Good governance,
in turn, has emerged as one of the
possible new goals.
The High-Level Panel
recommended goals that include
ending poverty, ensuring universal
access to modern energy services
like electricity, achieving gender
equality, and providing quality
education. The OWG also wants an
end to poverty within a generation,
and highlights food security,
sustainable employment, and better
health for all ages. Meanwhile, the
Sustainable Development Solutions
Network—a UN-mandated group
of scientists, businesses, and
development specialists—lists
10 goals including empowering
resilient and inclusive cities,
and curbing human-induced
climate change.

THE CHALLENGE IS to synthesize
these ambitions and many others
into a single set of meaningful,
universal goals. Though it is
still early days, the thrust of
consultations to date suggests
that the new agenda will
balance the need for sustainable
development with the core focus
on poverty eradication.
“While there have been many
such calls to move the world onto
a more sustainable and equitable
development path, if the panel’s
proposals are truly acted upon, the
results would be transformational,”
wrote Manish Bapna and Peter
Hazlewood of the Washingtonbased World Resources Institute.
These ambitions start with the
call by Ban, the High-Level Panel,
and the OWG not just to reduce
but end poverty, a goal that could
potentially fire the imaginations
of government leaders and the
public alike. “Nothing could be
more compelling than to be the
generation that signed up to a
collective vision and went on to
eradicate absolute poverty and to
save the lives of millions,” says the
Save the Children report.
The next set of goals will strive
for depth as well as breadth. Over
the past decade, the MDG on
universal primary education has
helped spur massive enrollment,
yet children attending run-down
schools with mediocre teachers
often emerged illiterate. So, the
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new goals are likely to stress quality
education rather than simply
more students.
Another important shift
is the High-Level Panel’s
recommendation that post-2015
development goals should be
considered achieved only when
targets are met equitably across
different race, gender, and income
groups. Applying the goals in this
way addresses the tendency of some
governments to target low-hanging
fruit—the large numbers of poor
people in towns and cities—to meet
MDG obligations while ignoring
harder-to-reach rural populations.
Minimum living standards
could be a platform for higher
achievement by countries with
enough capability, as envisaged
under ADB’s proposed “ZEN”
approach to post-2015. Minimum
standards such as the elimination
of extreme poverty by a certain
date would be “Z” goals; Epsilon,
or “E” goals, would encourage
countries to exceed minimums
where possible; “N” targets
would address challenges of
environmental sustainability.
“In general the poorer countries
that still face extensive challenges
of extreme poverty will look for
indications that the goals are
accompanied by appropriate
levels of support,” says ADB Chief
Economist Changyong Rhee. “More
advanced developing economies
would be concerned about seeing
their local challenges addressed
and appropriate opportunities
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for international cooperation,
particularly for addressing
environmental challenges. The
richest economies would like to see
that aid is linked to clear results.”
THIS FOCUS ON universal
progress reflects concern that
reducing poverty has not led to
more equality. Asia’s poverty fell
from 81% to 50% from 1990 to
2008 even as its Gini coefficient,
which measures inequality,
increased from 39 to 46.
The widening gap between rich
and poor must be addressed if
a new development goal to end
poverty is adopted. “This time
around there is an eagerness
for guidance on how to help the
hardest-to-reach,” says Jessica
Espey, an advisor to Liberian
President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf,
who cochaired the High-Level
Panel. “In meetings on the post2015 agenda, ‘inequality’ has been
the biggest buzz word.”
ADB says that 240 million more
people could have been lifted out of
poverty over the past 2 decades had
inequality remained stable instead
of increasing.
In his September report, Ban put
emphasis on curbing inequality of
opportunity, or a person’s chances
of pursuing their ambitions.
Inclusive economies, he said,
would provide people with decent
jobs, access to financial services,
infrastructure, social protection,
and the right to play a role in
national and local governance.

BY MANY INDICATORS,
environmental degradation is
accelerating. Efforts to eliminate
poverty and foster equitable
growth could be derailed amid
scarcities of freshwater, rising
sea levels, contaminated soils,
and deforestation. These issues
were emphasized by the Highwww.development.asia
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The High-Level Panel of Eminent
Persons has helped set the tone for
the next development agenda.

“The rise in inequality is
fundamental to the Asia-Pacific
story,” says Tanni Mukhopadhyay,
the UN coordinator for the post2015 development agenda for
Asia and the Pacific. “Growth and
expansion have not been pro-poor.
Jobs have not been created in the
poorest sectors, like in agriculture
and in rural areas.”
One roadblock to equity is
the absence of data to measure
progress. In fact, progress
toward the MDG of eradicating
extreme poverty and hunger
has been impossible to measure
in 40 countries due to a lack of
information, according to a recent
article in Live Mint newspaper
by Varad Pande, officer on special
duty to India’s Minister for Rural
Development, and Molly ElginCossart, chief of staff of the
secretariat for the UN HighLevel Panel.
Elsewhere, inaccurate data
has allowed some governments
to make overly optimistic claims
of progress. For this reason, Ban
backed the High-Level Panel’s
call for a “data revolution” since
accurate information can empower
people to hold their governments
more accountable.
Indeed, boosting mutual
accountability for outcomes is
shaping as another key aim of
the new goals. This may be best
accomplished by expanding
the number of stakeholders in
the implementation process, as
envisaged by the High-Level Panel.
Experts highlight a need for more
focus on the crucial role of national
governments as executing agencies.

Level Panel, and may form a goal
on the sustainable management
of resources and a shift toward
renewable energy.
“The longer we put off action in
transforming our economies, the
bigger the bill is going to be at the
end of the day,” says Hazlewood,
who adds that this sense of urgency
explains the high level of ambition
for the new goals. “We can’t just
tinker around the margins.”
But the environmental
components could be the toughest
to negotiate. The People’s Republic
of China, India, and other emerging
nations have argued they have the
right to pursue growth, and should
not be forced to pay for years of
ecological damage by developed
nations. Yet without thoroughgoing
environmental reforms, global
economic growth could slow. In
addition, environmental problems
can escalate into transnational
crises requiring collective action.
A rise in the number of droughts,
floods, and other climate-related
disasters could quickly move
the debate.
“If all of the developing countries
emerge from poverty and develop a
middle class and sound economies,
like we hope they do, then by 2050
we will need three or four Earths
to support them all,” says Kitty
van der Heijden, who represents
the Netherlands on the UN Open
Working Group. “It’s not that these
countries shouldn’t grow but we
have to figure out a way to decouple
economic growth from overusing
our ecological system.”
However, the United States
and other major powers may be
unwilling to sign protocols that
would commit them to a dramatic
shift from fossil fuels. This is why
Hazlewood says the principle
of universal goals, or shared
responsibility, is so important.
Developed nations, critics
contend, would rather help save
the world by writing checks than
by examining their own practices.
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Exhibit A is their foot-dragging at
UN-sponsored climate talks.
“The West will have to fix its
consumption patterns in order
to get the environment right, but
this is a highly flammable issue,”
says Debapriya Bhattacharya who
heads Southern Voice, a network
of 48 think tanks from developing
countries. Although the technology
for green growth exists, he says, the
political will to make these changes
is lacking.
Governments are not the
only entities that must promote
a greener agenda. The most
important sector is private
businesses whose investment
decisions drive the nature, speed,

Resource-rich countries could do
the same by enhancing governance
over extractive industries such as
oil, gas, and mining.
Up to now, the debate over the
post-2015 framework has been
dominated by stakeholders not
tasked with the difficult job of
greenlighting the new goals.
This raises significant questions:
Might the power of the next goals
be diluted amid the inevitable
political give-and-take? Could the
process stalemate? Will the final
text end up so convoluted and
unwieldy that it is ignored?
Even the official optimism
is cautious. Ban reminded the
General Assembly in September

“Poorer countries that still face
extensive challenges of extreme
poverty will look for indications
that the goals are accompanied
by appropriate levels of support.”
—Changyong Rhee, Chief Economist, ADB

and sustainability of future
development trajectories.
Here, there is cause for optimism.
Van der Heijden says that unlike
politicians who are often focused on
short-term electoral issues, business
executives increasingly realize that
sustainable development is their
only chance for long-term profits.
The private sector’s engagement
will be crucial in helping finance
the next development agenda.
In his September report to the
General Assembly, Ban highlighted
the need for robust public and
private financing, with multilateral
development banks playing an
important role.
Moreover, governments would
be expected to gather funds by
improving their tax systems.

that the world faces “a daunting
yet inspiring and historic task,” and
called for a clear road map to the
post-2015 era. UN member states
agreed to hold a high-level summit
in September 2015 to settle on the
new goals.
“It could go either way, but
I have to be an optimist,” says
Elgin-Cossart.
Melamed believes that the
nonbinding nature of the new
goals as well as their focus on the
unfinished poverty agenda of the
MDGs should help seal a final
deal. “Besides,” she added, “if we
can’t get together and organize a
nonbinding deal on something as
morally straightforward and urgent
as ending poverty, one has to fear
for the future of multilateralism.”
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The Birth of SDGs
How one woman’s big idea energized
the new development agenda
There’s one question that Paula Caballero Gómez
hears a lot when people ask about her country’s role
in putting the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
at the forefront of the post-2015 development agenda:
Why Colombia?
The short answer is that Caballero Gómez, a
Colombian development-specialist-turned-diplomat,
is the one who dreamed up the SDGs. The notion has
since become a key theme in discussions at the United
Nations (UN) about how the new development framework will function.
The idea was born in early 2011. Fearing that last
year’s Rio+20 conference on sustainable development
would produce little more than rhetoric, Caballero
Gómez held a series of brainstorming sessions with
colleagues at the Colombian foreign ministry. She
wanted government officials to come away from
Rio+20 with some concise, on-the-ground guidance.
“At one of those meetings, all of a sudden I said: ‘I’ve
got it! I think I know what we’re going to do,’” C
 aballero
Gómez told Development Asia in an interview
in Bogotá.
Her idea was to combine the practical baselines
of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) on
fighting poverty with a more systemic and universal
approach to development, one that calls for substantial actions and reforms in both developed and
d
 eveloping countries.
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Paula Caballero Gómez

It took some wordplay to get the name right.
 aballero Gómez said she first considered “green enviC
ronment outcomes” or GEOs. But in a nod to the universal recognition that the MDGs have garnered over
the years, Caballero Gómez settled on SDGs.
At first, the SDG concept met resistance and even
ridicule. Caballero Gómez was informed that the

Rio+20 agenda was already set. She was told that
governments and development groups had organized
their aid programs around the MDGs and preferred
continuity. Some people simply laughed at her.
Eventually, however, countries started coming
around. Guatemala and Peru agreed to cosponsor the
proposal with Colombia. Even though there was no
agreement on what the goals should be and negotiations went down to the wire, Rio+20 delegates finally
approved an intergovernmental process to come up
with a precise set of SDGs by 2015.
“What saved the day in Rio was that SDGs, as a concept, were approved,” Caballero Gómez said. “Without
that, there would have been very little progress.”
Caballero Gómez didn’t get everything she wanted.
For example, her push for tentative SDG categories,
like water and food security, was ignored. Still, she
says her background in development and diplomatic
networks gave the SDGs the credibility they needed to
gain endorsement at Rio+20.
Caballero Gómez, 50, is now the director for economic, social, and environmental affairs for the Colombian foreign ministry. But she spent much of her career
at the United Nations Development Programme, where
she traveled throughout Latin America as technical
advisor on issues like adaptation to climate change and
biodiversity. That gave her the kind of ground-level
experience that is sometimes missing among diplomats
negotiating international agreements.
Caballero Gómez also found that her nationality
works in her favor.
Colombia has won praise for weathering major crises,
such as drug-fueled violence and an ongoing guerrilla
war, with its democracy and economy intact. It also
carries little political baggage within the international
community. As a result, Colombia is well positioned to
 eveloped
serve as a bridge between developing and d
nations whose disagreements have sometimes paralyzed the UN system.
After the process to establish the SDGs was endorsed
at Rio+20, Caballero Gómez recalled how a Chinese
diplomat approached Colombian President Juan
Manuel Santos to congratulate him. “He said: ‘ Colombia
is not a very big country. But it has very big ideas.’”
BY JOHN OTIS

SPECIAL
REPORT

ADVERTISEMENT

November 2013 Development Asia

15

ASIA’S UNFINISHED AGENDA
Asia and the Pacific's progress on Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
presents a mixed picture of success and shortfalls.

1

Halve
Extreme
Poverty &
Hunger

2
3

4

Achieve
Universal
Primary
Education

Promote
Gender
Equality
& Empower
Women

Reduce
Child
Mortality

Early achiever
Already achieved the
2015 target

$1.25 per day poverty
Underweight children

5

Primary enrolment
Reaching last grade
Primary completion

6

Gender equality in
primary education
Gender equality in
secondary education
Gender equality in
tertiary education

7

Reduce under-5
mortality rate
Reduce infant
mortality rate

On track
Expected to meet the
target by 2015

Improve
Maternal
Health

Reduce maternal
mortality rate
Increase skilled health
worker attendance
during childbirth
Increase antenatal
care rates (at least
one visit)

Combat
HIV/Aids,
Malaria, &
Other
Diseases

Reduce HIV prevalence
Reduce TB incidence
Reduce TB prevalence
Improve forest cover
Increase protected areas
Improve CO2 emission
rates per GDP
Improve access to safe
drinking water
Improve basic
sanitation

Ensure
Environmental
Sustainability

Off track: slow
Expected to
meet the target,
but after 2015

Off track:
no progress/
regressing
Stagnating or
slipping backward

No data

Impressive progress
has been made on…

Less impressive is Asia’s
report card on…

Poverty

Hunger

Between 1990 and 2011, the proportion of people
living on less than $1.25 per day fell by more than half
—from 52% to 18%.

Despite gains, 542 million people are
undernourished in Asia and the Pacific, many of
them women and children.

Drinking Water

Health

Education

Environment
Around 1.7 billion people still use solid fuel

The proportion of people without access to safe
drinking water fell from 28% to 9%.
The region is on track to reach the target of 100%
enrollment in primary school, and gender parity at
primary, secondary, and tertiary levels.
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Source: ADB, ESCAP, UNDP. 2013. Asia-Pacific Aspirations: Perspectives for a Post-2015 Development Agenda. Manila.

Too many children die before their fifth birthday
—3 million in 2011.

for cooking and heating, releasing potential
greenhouse pollutants into the atmosphere.
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The region’s rise has allowed hundreds
of millions to escape poverty. But a
large population means that there is
still much work to be done.

2/3
of the world’s
poor live in Asia

1/2

The unfinished agenda is a priority
post-2015. It's also an opportunity for
Asia to tackle emerging issues not
conceived of in the original framework.
Inequality

Rising income and non-income inequality
means many people remain impoverished
despite high economic growth.

The rising threat of
climate change

Risks include food shortages and malnutrition.
Asia’s share of CO2 emissions is rising.

Lack of decent and
productive jobs

Around 1.1 billion workers are in vulnerable
employment despite economic growth.

Low-quality education

of the world’s
people without
access to safe
drinking water
live in Asia

40%

of the world’s child deaths
under 5 occur in Asia

Schooling standards vary widely, with
government spending on education
comparatively low.

Heightened vulnerability
and economic insecurity
Poor households are more exposed to
high health bills, food price rises, and
natural disasters.

Rapid demographic change
Changing populations are spurring youth
unemployment along with financially
stressed elderly citizens.

Unplanned urbanization
Urban populations have jumped by 750
million since 1990, straining cities and
depressing rural areas.

Pressure on natural resources
Growth is more resource intensive.
The environmental fallout is borne mainly
by the poor.

Exposure to disasters

9 of the 15 countries most at risk are in Asia, which
needs better disaster protection.
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Q&A

United Nations Secretary-General
Ban Ki-moon outlines his hopes for
the next development agenda
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A

s a child growing up in the Republic of
Korea, Ban Ki-moon saw war and poverty
firsthand. That experience led him to a
career in public service, where he has
spent much of his adult life as a bridge
builder and peacemaker. His appointment as the 8th
Secretary-General of the United Nations (UN) in 2006
enabled him to confront the challenges to peace and
development that he had experienced as a boy.
Born in a small farming village in 1944, Ban was a star
pupil whose facility with languages prepared him well
for a diplomatic career. He rose through the ranks of
the Republic of Korea’s diplomatic service, and took a
master’s degree in public administration from Harvard

that highlight the enormous value of a development
framework beyond 2015.

University in 1985. His foreign service career included
postings in New Delhi; Washington, DC; and Vienna;
and culminated in an appointment as his country’s
minister of foreign affairs and trade.
His priorities as Secretary-General include promoting
sustainable development, empowering women, and
supporting countries in crisis. Those objectives intersect
in perhaps the biggest challenge of his tenure—to forge a
new development framework encompassing a fresh set
of targets to replace the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs), which expire in 2015.
Ban’s leadership will be crucial to ensure the new
development goals capture the world’s imagination as
the MDGs did. But the new goals must go further. They
will be universal, whereas the MDGs applied mainly to
developing countries. Their mandate will be broader:
to eradicate extreme poverty and lay the foundation for
sustainable development.
A global debate is underway to produce the new
agenda. As architect of the next framework, Ban has
the challenge of ensuring this process delivers a vital
blueprint for a better world. Here he outlines his vision,
what it will take to succeed, and the likely benefits for
Asia and the Pacific.

success. The common ground identified through
discussions far outweighs differences. This gives me
hope that the intergovernmental process will lead to
an agreement on the post-2015 development agenda.
The goal of the United Nations System is to continue
to bring these illuminating voices to the table and
support member states in their intergovernmental
negotiations to arrive at a cohesive development
agenda for the post-2015 era.

DEVELOPMENT ASIA: In 20 words or less, why do
we need new global development goals?
BAN KI-MOON: The MDGs have achieved
unprecedented advances in human development
November 2013 Development Asia

DA: The consultative process for the successor
framework is complicated and likely to feature
vigorous debate. Is there a danger that the
contentious nature of some of the issues could
result in lack of consensus and in unfocused goals?
Are you satisfied with progress so far?
BKM: Defining the post-2015 development agenda
is a daunting yet inspiring and historic task for the
United Nations and its member states. I am satisfied
with the progress so far. The UN-led consultation
process was an exceptional effort and a significant

DA: You’ve spoken out about the need to eradicate
extreme poverty and it is shaping as a core element
of the new goals. Is eradicating extreme poverty at
the $1.25-a-day level achievable by 2030?
BKM: Ours is the first generation with the resources
and know-how to end extreme poverty and put our
planet on a course of sustainable development before
it is too late. Poverty has many manifestations and is
aggravated by marginalization, inequality, insecurity,
and environmental and disaster risks. Therefore, the
eradication of poverty calls for a multifaceted approach,
looking at both immediate and underlying causes, with
sustainable development at the core. Only by mobilizing
social, economic, and environmental actions can we
eradicate poverty and meet the aspirations of 8 billion
people by 2030.
DA: There has been considerable discussion about
how the post-2015 goals should be adaptable to
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individual countries’ needs. Can global goals and
national targets work in practice?
BKM: I strongly believe that global goals and targets
have a greater chance of being achieved and sustained
when tailored to regional, national, and/or local
contexts. Global goals and national targets work in a
more holistic and collaborative manner when the goals
are adapted to individual countries’ needs. At the same
time, the international community is fully aware that to
tackle the interlinked challenges the world is facing, the
post-2015 agenda must be universal. This way we can
mobilize developed and developing countries alike.
DA: Given Asia and the Pacific’s particular
challenges—widening income inequality among
them—how can the region benefit from the new
development agenda?

DA: The twin goals of poverty and sustainability
intersect dramatically in Asia and the Pacific—
a region with high growth coupled with significant
deprivation. Does this give the region a unique
role in helping ensure the success of the
new framework?
BKM: The Asia and Pacific region is growing the fastest
and driving the global economic recovery. The region
will have a critical role in ensuring the success of
the new framework.
The region as a whole has already reached the targets
of reducing by half the proportion of people living
on less than $1.25 per day and halving the proportion
of people without safe drinking water. It has also
made progress in ensuring gender parity at the three
educational levels, reversing the spread of HIV and TB,
increasing the areas covered by forests, and reducing
the consumption of ozone-depleting substances.
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“The Asia-Pacific region is
growing the fastest and driving
the global economic recovery.
The region will have a critical
role in ensuring the success of
the new framework.”
The region is also on track to ensure that all children
attend primary school. Globally, leaders must place
education at the top of our common agenda as we shape
a vision for the post-2015 period. I myself was born poor,
after (the Republic of ) Korea was devastated by the
Korean war. I owe everything I have now to education.
I owe it to the world, to the United Nations, to do
everything possible to give all people the same start.
The Asia and Pacific region should continue to lead by
setting good practices, fostering partnerships through
South-South cooperation and mobilizing greater private
sector engagement.
DA: A revolution on development data is emerging
as a key part of the new framework. Why is this
important, and how can it be achieved?
BKM: All too often, it is the lack of basic social and
economic data that impedes even the most robust
development efforts. The world’s most vulnerable
populations remain on the margins because they are
not accounted for properly, and we must address this
issue more vigorously. A truly universal development
framework must include a disaggregated target and
www.development.asia
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BKM: Growth of inequalities across the globe is
considered to be one of the most challenging issues
of our time. Widening income inequality affects both
rich and poor countries alike and hampers progress in
social and economic development. A universal agenda
to ensure that no one is left behind will be beneficial
for all countries and regions. Such an agenda should
ensure that no person—regardless of ethnicity, gender,
age, geography, disability, race, or other status—is
denied universal human rights and basic economic
opportunities. Addressing inequalities should resolve
not only the symptoms and immediate effects of poverty
and deprivation, but also their structural causes,
including discrimination and exclusion widely faced
by women and girls, persons with disabilities, older
people, and members of indigenous or minority groups.
There is also a strong need to enhance social protection
systems for better social cohesion.

Ban at last year’s United Nations Conference on Sustainable
Development–Rio+20, a key influence on the new development
agenda. Ban declares himself satisfied so far with progress
on the agenda.

an indicator system as a centerpiece for addressing
inequality (per income groups, gender, rural/urban,
minorities, and people with disabilities). Baseline
data and statistics must also be improved for stronger
monitoring and evaluation to guide decision making and
ensure that no one is left behind.
A revolution on development data can be achieved
by harnessing the potential offered by information
technology, and by mobilizing local communities as well
as current and new partners to participate in real-time
monitoring and reporting.
DA: Financing the next agenda is crucial to its
success. Given that most countries fall short of
their aid commitments, how can the even more
challenging task of funding new global development
goals be achieved?
BKM: Financing the post-2015 development agenda
is extremely important. New goals will not be
accomplished without a visionary method for bringing
together all sources of funding, technology, innovation,
and research to tackle global challenges. As we talk
about a global partnership for development, the task at
hand is to move beyond consideration of financial flows.
It is critical to adopt a larger vision that encompasses
resources in innovation, technology, research, human
capacity, and more.
Official development assistance (ODA) will remain
crucial, including for leveraging private and domestic
finance, particularly for the least developed countries,
landlocked developing countries and small island
developing states, many countries in Africa, and
countries emerging from conflict and disasters. Yet,
November 2013 Development Asia

the private sector, philanthropy and civil society, have
a pivotal and increasing role to play. ODA combined
with multistakeholder partnerships brings in a variety
of players and different forms of resources. It also
can catalyze and further leverage financial and other
resource flows. Equally important is a strong framework
to hold all stakeholders to account.
At the same time, the financing framework for the
post-2015 period will require the mobilization of
domestic resources. A universal development agenda
beyond 2015 will require a robust framework for
sustainable development finance including both private
and public funding.
We must also ensure greater transparency and
accountability in resource flows and management. All
partners must track and assess how aid leads directly
and indirectly to improved development outcomes.
DA: The Report of the High-Level Panel of Eminent
Persons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda
mentions climate change, but only in passing.
Should the next framework take a stronger stand
on an issue that threatens the planet unless we
move onto a more sustainable growth path?
BKM: Among the issues to emerge strongly in the
past year of post-2015 consultations has been climate
change. There is pervasive recognition of the need to
address the clear and present danger it poses. We must
not forget that the people suffering the most from the
impact of climate change are the poor and vulnerable,
including women and children. Climate change is
threatening to roll back development gains and is
placing future development objectives in jeopardy. The
next development agenda must be able to mobilize all
stakeholders in the fight for sustainable development
and must include efforts to curb human-induced climate
change. This is why I have convened the world leaders
in New York in 2014 to facilitate the pursuit of a legally
binding agreement in 2015.
DA: Can developing countries be persuaded to
accept low-carbon growth, when much of the
developed world resists it?
BKM: Low-carbon growth is a matter of shared
responsibilities and justice for all—North and South,
developing and developed countries. This includes
differentiated roles for countries at different levels of
economic development. Developed countries will have
to play a special role on clean technology transfer and
make the fastest progress in reducing unsustainable
consumption and production. Since higher income
countries have the highest per capita resource use
in the world, they have a special responsibility to
decouple growth from greenhouse gas emissions
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“Ours is the first generation with the resources and know-how to
end extreme poverty and put our planet on a course of sustainable
development before it is too late.”
and use of primary resources. All countries have
the right to development, which means that the
agenda of the post-2015 era must contain universal
economic transformations.
DA: A renewed focus on building peace, security,
and good governance appears likely to figure in the
new framework. Given the political nature of these
objectives, how can they be pursued and obtained?

DA: Should technology transfer to developing
countries be improved to help them cope with
environmental challenges? How can this be done?
BKM: There is no doubt that the international
community must enhance access to and transfer of
knowledge to developing countries. As requested
by member states at the Rio+20 Conference and
mandated by the United Nations General Assembly,
four workshops have been convened on the subject of
the development, transfer, and dissemination of clean
and environmentally sound technologies to developing
countries this year. Greater efforts must also be made
to improve the access to and transfer of information
and communication technology, as well as to lower its
cost, especially in key service-delivery areas. In order
for technology transfer to be successful in countries
embracing deep structural economic transformations,
it must go hand-in-hand with institutional and human
capacity development at the local level.
DA: How can you monitor progress under the
new goals? How can you ensure that governments
will comply?
BKM: Governments must have ownership of the agenda
and they must be in the driver’s seat to monitor progress
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Poverty has
many faces, and
is aggravated by
marginalization
and inequality.

of development goals at the national level. While
the ultimate aim is to have a single set of universal
goals in 2015 to succeed the MDGs, it is critical that
countries are allowed to adapt them to national realities
under robust, participatory, and built-in monitoring
frameworks and mutual accountability mechanisms at
all levels.
Governments, especially parliaments, must play
a central role in strengthening the monitoring and
accountability framework through the participatory
engagement of all stakeholders and constituencies.
They should also encourage responsible businesses to
expand access and coverage of new technologies by
enabling real-time monitoring and reporting by citizens.
DA: How can developed nations be convinced to
play a leadership role given some of the targets,
like poverty, will not apply to them?
BKM: There is general acknowledgement that many
of the issues the world is facing are common to
humanity. Poverty in all its multidimensional and
multifaceted state is not only reflected through national
gross domestic product (GDP). It is also echoed in
growing inequalities, unemployment, social exclusion,
malnutrition, and environmental degradation, which
are realities found in almost all countries. For instance,
growing inequalities are creating pockets of poverty
even in some of the richest countries and undermining
access to basic social services such as education, health,
www.development.asia
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BKM: Armed conflict, violence, insecurity, and
injustice often have roots in social and economic
deprivation and inequality. In the same vein, poverty
can be a precursor and breeding ground for instability.
Addressing inequalities, hunger, and extreme poverty,
while ensuring access to education, health care, energy,
water, and natural resources are pathways to achieving
peace and security in the longer term. In governance,
transparency and accountability are powerful tools to
ensure citizens’ active and meaningful involvement
in policy making, oversight of the use of public
resources, and preventing waste and corruption. Legal
empowerment through functioning institutions, access
to justice, and an independent judiciary can also be
critical for gaining access to public services.

and decent jobs, especially for their youth population.
A new agenda that integrates all the dimensions
of sustainable development and that calls for a
transformative shift and a new global partnership will
apply to the Global South and Global North.
DA: How important a role will the private
sector play?
BKM: The role of the private sector will be one of the
most important drivers of change in the post-2015
development agenda. The transformative change
required for poverty eradication and sustainable
development will simply not be possible without a
strong commitment from the private sector. Harnessing
global business as a force for sustainable development
represents one of the biggest opportunities in the
post-2015 era. During the past year, businesses have
demonstrated an unprecedented leadership and
willingness to contribute to shape the development
agenda and to be part of the solution by transforming
markets from within. This September, the Global
Compact Leaders Summit has unveiled a new
architecture for corporate sustainability which
will serve as a road map for channeling the positive
contribution of the private sector to sustainable
development. International efforts are needed to
channel capital flows and portfolio investments to the
sustainable development agenda, to eliminate polluting
and other harmful practices, to eliminate illicit financial
flows, to enhance the regulation of secrecy jurisdictions
and to promote asset recovery.
DA: In calling for a global commitment to
sustainable development goals, development
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economist Jeffrey Sachs has called for all
governments to introduce multidimensional
measures of citizens’ well-being that go beyond
GDP and material needs. Do you agree?
BKM: GDP has long been the yardstick by which
economies have been measured. Yet it fails to take
into account the social and environmental costs of
so-called progress. At the United Nations Conference
on Sustainable Development–Rio+20, member states
recognized the need for broader measures of progress to
complement GDP. The debate is ongoing and the United
Nations stands ready to lend its expertise and support
to member states as they continue their deliberations on
this important issue.
DA: By 2030, will the new goals have had a bigger
impact than did the MDGs?
BKM: The post-2015 development agenda is not to
maintain the status quo but to drive the world forward.
We are aiming for a more ambitious universal agenda
to tackle not only the unfinished business of the MDGs,
but to go further to address the new and emerging
challenges. At the opening of the 68th Session of the
United Nations General Assembly in September, I urged
member states to take bold steps and work together in
crafting a post-2015 sustainability agenda with ending
poverty as a top priority, sustainable development at its
core and governance as its glue. The new agenda must
find expression in a single set of goals and the three
dimensions of sustainable development must be treated
equally. We cannot defer the environment or social
injustice until later once economic growth is ensured
if we are to have a greater impact and to ensure a life of
dignity for all.
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Chronic water stress threatens
Asia’s prosperity. What can be done?
It has taken 20 years but the Phnom
improvements. But after decades of
Penh Water Authority has transformed the
neglect, the problem is now central to
city’s water system into one that experts say
discussions on the shape of post-2015
performs better than those of London or Los
development goals.
Angeles. Residents throughout the city can
The Millennium Development Goals
drink directly from the tap 24/7. Each home
focused on safe drinking water and
is metered and bills rarely go unpaid.
sanitation with considerable success,
The transformation of the Cambodian
but critics argue they did not address
capital’s water supply is an important
other forms of water insecurity.
reminder of what can be achieved in a
In its report released in May this
region plagued by severe water stress that
year, the High-Level Panel of Eminent
could compromise its economic growth and
Persons on the Post-2015 Development
development aspirations.
Agenda made delivering universal
More than 75% of the region’s economies
access to water and sanitation one of
Eighty percent of the region’s
rivers are in poor health.
face a chronic water security deficit that
its 12 major goals, calling for better
promises prolonged crisis unless steps are
management of water resources.
taken immediately, according to ADB’s Asian Water
The panel also targets the availability of water and
Development Outlook 2013. Of the 37 economies
access to sanitation in settings besides the home,
surveyed, eight had water security levels that were
more efficient water use for agriculture, and better
considered hazardous.
wastewater treatment.
Without deep-seated reforms such as proper pricing
A report by the 2030 Water Resources Group of
of water and adequate water infrastructure, Asia’s
private and public sector water experts highlighted the
urgency for action by forecasting that under average
economic progress could be compromised. Water
economic growth scenarios with no water efficiency
quality must also improve, along with water quantity,
gains, global water needs by 2030 would grow 40%
says Cecilia Tortajada, president of the Third World
above what is currently accessible.
Centre for Water Management. “If countries don’t get
Tortajada describes water and its management’s
it right, they basically won’t be able to pursue their
inclusion in discussions about the post-2015
economic and social goals.”
Meeting Asia’s water and sanitation needs will be
development agenda as a “major breakthrough.”
costly. A 2010 United Nations global water report
“There is a recognition that water needs to be
estimated $59 billion in further investment is needed
managed properly, and it’s a huge step as water has not
to boost water supply in the region, and $71 billion
been on the political agenda for many, many years—
to provide the minimum required sanitation
until now,” Tortajada says.
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“There is a realization that if we
want to continue growing, we have
to do some planning for it.”
Alana George, regional program
manager for Southeast Asia and
the Pacific for WaterAid, says
universal access to water is
“ambitious but achievable.”
“People are realizing that water,
sanitation, and hygiene are vital
to all development outcomes like
health, education and gender
equality, growth and employment,
and environmental sustainability.”
She is particularly pleased to see
targets for water and sanitation
in schools, a sign of growing
awareness that water should be
available everywhere to everybody.
ASIA IS RIVEN with water stress.
The Asian Water Development
Outlook report identified stark
inequality between the poor and
the rich in terms of access to
water services. It noted that water
problems in Asia begin at the
source, with 80% of rivers in the
region in poor health. Nearly 800
million people still practice open
defecation. Just 22% of wastewater
is treated before discharge.
Between 1980 and 2006, 90% of
November 2013 Development Asia

Hopes have been buoyed by
the renewed focus on water.
But global efforts will have to be
complemented by coordinated
policy action on the ground.
people affected by water-related
disasters lived in Asia.
The region contains three-fifths
of the global population but has
less freshwater per capita than
anywhere else. It has the highest
annual water withdrawal—the
diversion of water from source
for human use—of any region.
Problems are not confined incountry—what happens upstream
of the Mekong impacts what
happens in countries downstream.
“I don’t know a single Asian
developing country and even a
developed country like Japan
where water quality is not a
problem,” says Asit Biswas, a
water expert and distinguished
visiting professor at the Lee
Kuan Yew School of Public Policy

in Singapore. “In all the Asian
developing countries, any water
body near human habitation…
the rivers are like open sewers,
the lakes are heavily polluted.
The reality is we don’t have the
information on water quality in this
area and that water quality is not
taken seriously.”
More than 65% of Asia and the
Pacific’s population do not have a
secure household water supply, and
1.74 billion people lack access to
improved sanitation, according to
ADB. Climate change could make
water even more problematic,
causing droughts in some areas and
flooding in others.
Asia, with its fragile water
resources, is particularly exposed
to climate-related hazards such as
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almost impossible to pinpoint
accountability,” says Leung.

of water or use that water
more sustainably or more
conservatively to produce more
food,” says Chartres.
Then there is the issue of quality.
Munir Hanjra, a water economist
at the IWMI, says pollutants
can affect human as well as
environmental health.
Farmers living around the Yellow
River basin in the PRC, for example,
have effectively become water
pollution refugees.
“We call them ‘hollow villages’
whereby a large chunk of the
population has migrated simply
because of the pollution loading,
which went into the paddock,
from the paddock to the food
chain, to health, to the social
fabric,” says Hanjra.

AS DEVELOPING ASIA’S
economies have grown, so have
their energy needs. Currently, the
region accounts for a third of world
energy consumption, which could
rise to about 50% by 2035. Water
is needed to produce most forms
of energy.
But Biswas says the world has
been slow to realize just how much.
He warns that the People’s Republic
of China (PRC), for example, is
running out of water and will
not be able to continue growing
unless it tackles agricultural and
industrial consumption.
Energy’s drain on water reserves
hasn’t spurred much policy action
in Asia, says Biswas: “We don’t have
a single Asian country that has a
water policy that considers energy
policy or an energy policy that
considers water.”
Food is another key factor. About
70% of freshwater withdrawals go
into agriculture, according to the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, which
predicts that food production will
have to double by 2050 to feed a
rising global population.
“There is going to be a need
to either increase that amount

ASIA’S WATER CHALLENGE
calls for bold steps. Biswas, who
has advised 19 governments, urges
Asian leaders to take an active
interest in water.
He says politicians should
consider water pricing, observing
that the simplest way to fix urban
water issues is to make people
pay for it—as they now do in
Phnom Penh.
“Everyone should know how
much water they use, they should
have a bill which shows how much
water they are using and how much
they are charged for it. They must
pay an amount which is affordable
so there has to be a grading of water
tariffs so the poor don’t pay the full
cost of water but the middle class
and rich classes do.”
Leung says water tariffs need
not aim for immediate full cost
recovery, but rather should at least
cover full operational costs. “People
are generally willing to pay as long
as they get good service,” she says.
“When the cost of providing the
service is recovered through tariff,
the operation and maintenance of
the system can be sustained; and if
a reliable water supply is assured,
more people are satisfied.”

Dams have
changed water
flow in Mekong
countries, resulting
in declining stocks
at many fisheries
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loss of high-altitude glaciers and
snowpack, which support warm
season and dry year flows in the
major Asian river basins.
Alternately, more frequent floods
could overwhelm urban drainage
systems. ADB estimates that Asian
city dwellers at risk of coastal
flooding will rise to 410 million by
2025 from more than 300 million
now. Inland, the number of people
at risk will climb to 341 million
from 245 million now.
Asia’s myriad water problems
make it difficult to generalize
about them, says Colin Chartres,
former director general of the
International Water Management
Institute (IWMI) and now an
independent water consultant.
Where Singapore is advanced
in the way it manages its water
supply—recycling water back
into industry and the domestic
water supply—Mekong countries
face larger issues arising from
the decline of fisheries because
of dams, which have changed the
water flow.
“[Mekong] countries need a lot of
attention in terms of water quality
and water plans to make sure they
have enough water to go around,”
says Chartres.
Weak water sector governance
is a central challenge, says
Amy Leung, chair of the water
community of practice at ADB.
Much of the region subsidizes
water or does not charge for
it at all, and this misstep is
compounded by faulty regulatory
regimes and a lack of autonomous
and accountable service providers.
Inefficiencies are inevitable,
with a multitude of overlapping
agencies—sometimes more than
30—administering the water sector
in some countries.
This underscores the need for
policies on water that are better
coordinated across sectors, and
for best practice adopted at
utilities. “As we all know, when
too many are responsible, it is

Investment in infrastructure
is vital, but this need not mean
simply building bigger dams.
Efforts should also focus on better
and cheaper technologies that are
suited to the local environment.
“India can’t afford to have
state-of-the-art sewage treatment
plants everywhere so we need
to be looking at simpler but
effective solutions,” says Chartres
who identifies better water
harvesting and recycling as
potential alternatives.
The regulation of dirty water
pumped into rivers by industry
is also a crucial factor, as is
greater transparency and more
comprehensive data. That goal
seems far off, however. A report by
the 2030 Water Resources Group
lamented that “economic data is
insufficient, management is often
opaque, and stakeholders are
insufficiently linked.”
Still, progress has been made at
the policy level. India has launched
a plan to revitalize the Ganges,
and a slew of new laws have been
introduced across the region
including Thailand’s national water
quality act, the Philippines’ water
quality code, the PRC’s new water
law, and the Republic of Korea’s
water quality laws.
“All these countries are engaged
in cleanup campaigns for the
rivers, canals, and water bodies,”
says Hanjra. “These initiatives are
not uniform across the nations
but these efforts could lead to
development trajectories that are
less polluting.”
Hopes have been buoyed by
the renewed focus on water as a
priority of the next development
agenda. But global efforts will
have to be complemented by
coordinated policy action on the
ground to end Asia’s water crisis.
“Water security,” says ADB’s
Leung, “will not happen
without the support of our
leaders, politicians, water sector
professionals, and civil society.”
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Turning to Technology
Developing countries can go green—if they get the
technology they need
It sounds like a routine transaction. An emerging economy wanted to buy advanced machinery
from a multinational corporation.
But the deal collapsed, not over
price but because the company
didn’t want to surrender its d
 esigns
to the customer—who could use
them to manufacture the product.
The product in this recent actual
case was an innovative gas turbine
that can cut emissions from coal
power plants.
But it could have been solar
photovoltaic systems or watertreatment services—in fact, any
groundbreaking technology that
can help developing countries
leapfrog the smokestack phase
of economic growth into a new,
clean, green era.
Most of this technology is
owned by private companies in
the developed world, which balk
at giving it away for free. But failure to transfer at least some of it
to less-developed countries will
make global sustainability targets
much harder to achieve after 2015.
In particular, the lack of energy
access and supply in developing
countries—sometimes called “the
missing Millennium Development
Goal”—could be eased by more
technology transfer.
Technology transfer isn’t a panacea for sustainable development.
But it is viewed as central to a multipronged approach promoting
economic growth without spurring ecological ills.
This year the United Nations
began consultations on a global
facilitation mechanism for the
development and transfer of environmentally sound technologies.
There has been some progress.
The International Energy Agency
(IEA) notes renewable energy
consumption grew 2% annually
from 1990 through 2010, with

alternative sources such as wind
power being popular in the developing world. But a similar spike in total
energy consumption over the p
 eriod
reduced the potential impact of
that gain.
“The transition to clean energy
has started but the important thing
is to scale this up so that the clean
energy transformation can take
place within a time frame needed to
prevent dangerous climate change,”
says Imran Ahmad, senior program
officer at the International Renewable Energy Agency.
Innovative companies do not
usually give away their intellectual property. Ahmad notes that a
business case is needed to promote
investment in low-carbon technology for emerging economies. Recipient countries can help by crafting
investor-friendly policies making it
profitable for companies to transfer
technology, and affordable for citizens to consume it.
“At the end of the day, it’s important that this process takes place
through normal trade and market
exchanges,” says Didier Houssin, director of sustainable energy policy
and technology at the IEA.
That is easier said than done, as the
gas turbine example demonstrates.
Recent efforts to streamline the pro roject by ADB
cess include a joint p
Nations Environand the United 
ment Programme on a climate technology network and finance center
 arriers to climate techto address b
nology transfer.
“Ultimately, we hope to establish
a vibrant marketplace for climate
technologies and catalyze more investment from the public and private sectors,” says Xuedu Lu, an
advisor on climate change at ADB.
This will include establishing a lowcarbon “matchmaking platform”
linking potential technology sellers
and buyers. BY John Larkin
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ENDGAME
Can extreme poverty be erased under the next
generation of development goals?
By Jason Overdorf
power parity. Yet even as confidence grows that the
world will soon eliminate such poverty altogether, the
continued miserable plight of Beti’s family illustrates
how simplistic that measure can be.
THE WORLD HAS never been more optimistic
about the prospect of eliminating extreme poverty.
Since the adoption of the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs) in 2000, acute poverty reduction has
succeeded beyond all expectations, halving the number
of people living on less than $1.25 a day 5 years ahead
of the 2015 deadline, according to the United Nations
(UN). And as the UN frames a new set of development
goals for the post-2015 agenda in which poverty
reduction is likely to figure prominently, the World
Bank has already made the eradication of extreme
poverty by 2030 one of its core goals.
In Asia and the Pacific, the number of people
living on less than $1.25 a day fell from 52% to 18%
between 1990 and 2011, according to a 2013 report by

PHOTO: corbis

In the village of Saboli, on the outskirts of Delhi,
the painful slowness of India’s climb out of poverty is
plain to see.
An open sewer flanks laneways strewn with piles of
industrial waste. At bath time, naked children stand
in the doorways of tiny hovels, tipping mugs of water
over themselves.
In a neighborhood where a hand water pump is
the first mark of good fortune, poor households like
24-year-old Beti’s have no running water. At the
windowless home she shares with her husband and
three children, the day’s water supply is stored in half
a dozen buckets that once held paint or solvent.
“Life hasn’t changed much,” says Beti. “We’re
earning more money, but prices are going up just
as fast.”
Like millions of people around the world, Beti’s
family has over the past decade clawed its way out of
extreme poverty, which the World Bank defines as
living on less than $1.25 a day in terms of purchasing
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Eradicating
extreme poverty
may hinge on
continued strong
economic growth.

30

Eliminating $1.25-a-day poverty
by 2030 is possible only if the
world’s unprecedented success
in reducing poverty by about 1%
a year over the past 2 decades
continues through the deadline,
according to Martin Ravallion,
an Australian economist who
conceived the original “$1 a day”
poverty line in 1990. To achieve
that, economic growth must hold
steady at around 6% across the
developing world (particularly in
India, which now accounts for a
third of the extreme poor), while
inequality must remain constant
within each country.
As Ravallion cautions, however,
that is a rosy scenario. If the
developing world outside the
People’s Republic of China (PRC)
returns to the rate of poverty
reduction it achieved in the 1980s
and 1990s, it will take another 50
years to raise everyone above the
$1.25 poverty line. The World Bank
in June lowered its forecasts for
growth in the developing world
to 5.1% from 5.5% for 2013, while
predicting growth of 5.6% in 2014
and 5.7% in 2015.
Though the Government of
India has forecast a rebound,
India’s economic growth has this
year fallen to roughly 5% a year
from about 9% in 2010. Recent
trade figures suggest that the
slowdown in the PRC resulting

from lower demand in the West
may last longer than expected—
muzzling its economic growth rate
at around 7.5%. The International
Monetary Fund recently warned of
a slowdown in Indonesia, Malaysia,
the Philippines, Thailand, and
Viet Nam.
Slow growth could hamper
poverty reduction. “The next
10 years are going to be very
different from the 10 years before
2008,” says economist Abhijit
Sen, a member of India’s Planning
Commission. “Things are not going
to repeat themselves.”
ENSURING THE BENEFITS of
growth are equitably distributed
is another challenge. The PRC, for
instance, once paid schoolteachers
as much as executives—but
between 1990 and 2012 registered
some of the region’s highest
increases in inequality.
In India, the earnings gap has
widened along with the economy’s
expansion over the same period.
Other emerging economies, notably
Indonesia, have managed to achieve
economic growth holding income
inequality fairly low until recently,
but now face rising in equality
that could stifle future poverty
reduction and economic growth.
Large and populous emerging
economies sometimes have “growth
poles that are galloping ahead,
www.development.asia
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ADB, the Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and the
Pacific, and the United Nations
Development Programme.
The High-Level Panel of
Eminent Persons on the Post2015 Development Agenda and
the UN General Assembly’s Open
Working Group on Sustainable
Development Goals—two key
formative influences on the new
goals—have both identified poverty
eradication as the core priority.
But the optimism may be
premature, amid evidence that
the $1.25 target may not be an
adequate measure of deprivation.
Moreover, lifting millions of people
out of abject poverty into a state
very close to it would have farreaching, perhaps unanticipated,
consequences particularly if
significant underlying issues—
such as social divisions and
access to public services—are not
adequately addressed.
“We’d be in for a lot of surprises.
Extreme destitution doesn’t leave
you the energy to demand your
rights, so the extremely poor are
not the ones creating too many
social concerns,” says Jayati Ghosh,
an economist at New Delhi’s
Jawaharlal Nehru University.
“But when you eliminate extreme
destitution, then they realize that
they’ve been shortchanged, very
drastically, for a very long time.”

but outside of these growth poles,
you’ve got what would seem like
quite a disconnect from the growth
process of other regions within
the same country,” says Andy
Sumner, an economist at King’s
College London.
Even if economic growth
meets the most optimistic
forecasts, the world’s success
or failure in reducing inequality
will dramatically impact on the
numbers of the extreme poor,
Sumner and business management
expert Peter Edward argue in a
recent paper.
If both the rapid economic
growth of the past decade and
current trends of rising inequality
continue, they maintain, the
number of extreme poor will fall
from about a billion people today
to 435 million by 2030. However,
if all developing countries can
return to their “best ever” levels of
inequality, that number drops to
only 305 million. In the event that
the developing world’s economies
grow at only half the anticipated
speed, the extreme poor population
might actually rise to 1.3 billion
by 2030 if current inequality
trends continue.
“Even on the most optimistic
growth scenarios, inequality needs
to fall to get close to eliminating
$1.25 poverty,” Sumner says.
There are equally serious
questions about the value of the
$1.25 target, given the frequent
discrepancies between poverty
reduction and improvements in
other development indicators,
such as maternal health and
child mortality.
In a recent paper arguing the
merits of the Multidimensional
Poverty Index developed by
Sabina Alkire and James Foster,
for instance, Alkire and Jose
Manuel Roche observed that
Bangladesh, Nepal, and Rwanda
have outperformed many wealthier
nations in improving human
development indicators.
November 2013 Development Asia

IN THE CONTEXT of inequality
and multidimensional poverty
within Asia, India may well pose
the biggest challenge. As Amartya
Sen and Jean Dreze point out in
their new book, An Uncertain
Glory: India and Its Contradictions,
India’s past failures to address
social and economic inequality has
had lasting consequences. Even as
the economy boomed, real wages
remained relatively flat. While
India’s per capita income increased
much faster, Bangladesh and Nepal,
among others, outperformed India
in improving life expectancy, child
mortality, immunization rates, and
other social indicators between
1990 and 2010.
The Government of India and
its economic planners are awake

subsidized grain for two-thirds
of the population, India has
increased social spending over the
past decade or so, and with some
success adopted a rights-based
approach to poverty reduction.
Nevertheless, social spending
remains comparatively low—at
$39 per person for health care,
for instance. But there is some
evidence to show that new
efforts to spread the benefits of
growth, such as a larger outlay
for education and a massive rural
employment guarantee scheme,
have improved many lives. The
number of people living below
India’s poverty line dropped to
21.9% in 2011–2012 from 37.2% in
2004–2005, according to India’s
Planning Commission.

Even if economic growth meets
the most optimistic forecasts,
the world’s success or failure
in reducing inequality will
dramatically impact on the
numbers of the extreme poor.
to the problem. Since 2004, India
has adopted policies and programs
aimed at reducing inequality and
improving public infrastructure in
health and education.
Instead of using a single,
$1.25-a-day type of poverty line
as the benchmark for eligibility
for welfare programs, it is moving
toward more multidimensional
measures of deprivation, according
to Mihir Shah, another member of
India’s Planning Commission.
Through programs such as
the National Rural Employment
Guarantee scheme, which
guarantees 100 days of paid work
to all rural residents, and a new
food security law mandating

The Planning Commission’s Sen
and Shah both agree that India can
make great strides in eliminating
$1.25 poverty by the end of the
decade if it can return to economic
growth of 6%–7%. Sen estimates
India could cut extreme poverty to
10% of the population by 2020.
Some economic reforms to
spur growth face opposition
from vested interests, however.
The government was forced to
backtrack on growth-oriented
efforts to open the market to
foreign multibrand retailers—
though it eventually pushed
through a bill to allow them in
under heavy restrictions. And
much-desired changes to India’s
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Amartya Sen,
economist:
Addressing
social and
economic
inequality is a
priority for India.

VITAL STATISTICS
Improving the lives of the poor will take a steady,
thoughtful revolution in development data
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By Bill Gates

rigid labor laws, the main reason
for the slow development of
formal sector employment, have
never gained traction.
Moreover, market forces
alone might not be enough
to turn the tide in favor of
marginalized populations. India’s
Finance Minister Palaniappan
Chidambaram has identified
increased public funding for
education, health, and other basic
services as ways to bolster the
capacity of these people to benefit
from the reform process.
India’s challenge, Chidambaram
told Development Asia in a recent
interview, is not only to boost
economic growth but “to ensure
proper implementation of various
antipoverty and other programs
that aim at improving the health
and education status of the people,
ensure decent housing for them,
and in general improve the living
standards of the people at large.”
Achieving these goals will
require an embrace of new
efficiencies, which the Planning
Commission believes can
be accomplished through
decentralization. But it will also
take money and commitment to
train poor stakeholders in the
hinterland in the skills they will
need to manage these programs.
The challenge is huge. But
India—like much of Asia—sees
the day when extreme poverty is a
thing of the past. “The real problem
is not the shortage of funds
anymore,” says Shah. “It really is
the challenge of implementation.”
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unger, as in the
physical sensation,
is easy to identify.
But hunger the
statistical category
is more abstract.
When the United Nations Food
and Agriculture Organization
calculates national rates of
undernourishment, they don’t do
what you might expect: take a large
sample of people and determine
how many aren’t eating enough.
Instead, they estimate how much
food is produced and imported in
a given country.
Then, they develop a “coefficient
of variation” to estimate how those
calories are actually distributed
among the population (since not
everybody has the same amount to
eat). Finally, they calculate a “daily
energy requirement.” What comes
out, after some arithmetic, is the
undernourishment statistic.
This is no way to track an
important piece of the first
Millennium Development Goal
(MDG). The countries of the world
committed themselves to cutting
hunger in half, but they don’t know
who is, in fact, hungry.
As a result of data gaps like
these, the leaders debating the
agenda that will succeed the
MDGs, which expire in 2015, have
called for a “data revolution.”
That’s an achievement in itself.
Few people believe in the power of
data in the way I do. When you’re
trying to reach a goal, data not only
tells you if you’re succeeding, but
it also suggests which activities
you should do more of in order to
improve your results. Ultimately,
the better the data available in
the development field, the higher

the quality of people’s lives in
poor countries.
Still, “data revolution” is a vague
term. It means different things
to different people. Now that
there’s excitement about the idea,
the next step is a conversation
about specifics that can lead to a
concrete strategy for improving
the way we collect and use data for
global development.
At the very least, a “data
revolution” needs to accomplish
three goals: In each country, decide
more rationally which data needs
to be collected; invest in developing
countries’ ability to collect good
data over the long term; finally,
ensure that data is widely available
and informs public policy
On the first goal, right now there
is little coordination and therefore
lots of fragmentation among the
governments and organizations
collecting data about development.
Understandably, funders pay for
surveys that serve their particular
needs. As a result, however, some
statistics are gathered several
times in different ways while
other statistics aren’t gathered at
all. In other important areas of
development, such as the provision
of vaccines, the world has created
coordinating systems like the
GAVI Alliance to help donors
and developing countries set
joint priorities, vastly increasing
efficiency (and saving millions of
lives). I am not suggesting a GAVI
for data, necessarily; it is for the
data and development communities
to figure out the best solution, but
there must be a way to harmonize
the chorus of voices asking for data.
Investing in developing
countries’ ability to collect good
data over the long term—the
second goal of a data revolution—
www.development.asia
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“Few people believe in the power of data in the
way I do. . . .Ultimately, the better the data available
in the development field, the higher the quality of
people’s lives in poor countries.”
recognizes that national statistics
on development issues are a classic
public good; the people who pay
to collect them can’t reap all the
benefits, so they’re poorly funded.
There are two parts to getting
this right. First, we have to invest
in data-gathering capacity in
developing countries. These
investments will continue paying
off long after the big push to
establish baselines for 2015.
Second, we have to invest in
technology for better data.
Right now, too many statistics
are tracked as if digital technology
didn’t exist. To measure crop area,
for example, a person with a tape
measure and compass walks a
farmer’s field, jotting down angles
and measurements. The results can
be accurate if the person is welltrained, but even then the tape and
compass method takes up to 15
November 2013 Development Asia

times longer than walking around
a field with a handheld GPS.
Some countries are using
satellites to do this work even
faster. There are many similar
opportunities to take huge leaps
forward in data collection,
and it is past time to seize
these opportunities.
Finally, we must ensure that data
is widely available and informs
public policy. As the world gets
better at collecting data, we have
to get correspondingly better at
making sure it’s open and easy
to use. Some governments resist
releasing data if it seems to be bad
news that might generate criticism.
Government data should be open
to civil society and entrepreneurs.
We also have to make sure those
who make policy have the capacity
and the incentive to use the data
properly. As this article argues,

the lack of data for development
is a serious problem. But so is the
fact that data users don’t take full
advantage of the data we do have.
As 2015 approaches, world
leaders will debate which
priorities should be reflected
in the next set of global goals.
No matter the outcome of
these debates, it is clear that
investing in data will be essential.
Because the need for accurate,
actionable data is common across
all development objectives. If
the data revolution happens
in the right way, the world—
and, in particular, developing
countries—will get better at
everything: saving children’s
lives, increasing agricultural
productivity, empowering women,
and on and on and on. That kind
of impact does merit a steady,
thoughtful revolution.
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n the front row of a cramped
classroom, Fan Yunyang takes
notes as his teacher explains how
a small business can get bank
loans. He’s been coming to this
accounting class every weekend for
2 months in pursuit of a dream to
run his own business one day.
The tuition fee is high, but Fan
sees it as the price of success in a
hypercompetitive labor market.
“This is necessary investment,”
says the 30-year-old. “I pay for it
today and earn it back tomorrow.”
Fan hopes that getting an
education will open doors to a new
career—an increasingly common
bet in the People’s Republic of China
(PRC). Each year millions of
low-skilled workers like Fan migrate
to big cities to find work, but
they usually end up working at
construction sites or similar lowpaying jobs, according to ADB,
which notes that only 9% of these
migrant workers have received
professional training.
By 2020, an estimated 100 million
to 150 million rural laborers will join
this influx, taking the total migrant
labor pool to more than 300 million
people. At the same time, the PRC
needs an extra 33 million skilled
workers, according to All China
Federation of Trade Unions.
Even university graduates struggle
to find jobs if their skills aren’t highly
prized by the industries that drive
the PRC’s export-oriented economy.
“[The PRC] is experiencing both
job shortage and labor shortage at
the same time,” says Peng Xizhe,
dean of social studies at Shanghai’s
Fudan University. “On the one hand,
many university graduates and
migrant workers with no experience
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Fan Yunyang’s
new skills have led
to promotions and
a higher salary.

Well-paid professionals like
engineers, technicians, and IT
specialists are the three most
difficult jobs to fill in the region.
According to the Grant Thornton
International Business Report, a
lack of technical skills throughout
Southeast Asia is the most
significant risk factor for businesses
in Viet Nam, the Philippines,
and Malaysia.
In India, 200 million workers are
stuck in low-productivity jobs while
about 1 million youths are expected
to join the workforce every month
over the next 20 years.
India has one of the lowest
proportions of job-trained youth
in the region, with 80% of new
workers having had no skills
training. India’s largest recruitment
consultant, TeamLease, estimates
that 57% of India’s youth suffer
varying degrees of unsuitability for
gainful employment.
“In India, education is perceived
as what is taught in the classrooms
of traditional schools and colleges
and training in specific skills is
not considered an educational
discipline,” Goutam Roy, chief
operating officer for employability
and skill development at leading

retailer Future Group, told Mint
newspaper in May.
India is trying to reverse the
trend. A national skills development
policy unveiled in 2009 focuses on
retraining 500 million workers by
2022. It aims to reduce social barriers
to employment, such as disparities
in access to jobs and education
between rural and urban areas.
A rural background usually doesn’t
equip workers for decent jobs in
big cities. Fan learned the hard way
that his village education would not
help him in the city. He moved to
Shanghai a decade ago from Anhui
Province as a high school graduate
with high hopes for a new life.
But lacking skills, the only job Fan
could find was as a manual laborer
at a construction site. “I got up at
5 a.m. every day and worked for 10
hours for only 50 renminbi ($8),”
Fan recalls. “It was very hard work
and I could not learn anything at all.
I felt like my dream was completely
crushed. Everything was different
from what I learned at school. I
was desperate.”
www.development.asia
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can’t find jobs easily. On the other
hand, workers with particular skills
and years of experience are in
constant demand.”
The PRC’s skills deficit is reflected
in varying degrees across Asia
and the Pacific. According to the
2013 Hays Asia Salary Guide, most
employers in the region identify
skills shortage as a major potential
business risk, with almost half
(41%) believing it would affect
their operations.
This is a significant increase from
38% in 2012. Manpower Group’s 2012
Talent Shortage Survey found that
45% of employers in Asia and the
Pacific have difficulty sourcing the
right talent, considerably higher
than the global average of just over
one third.
Asia’s economies are creating
skilled jobs but not producing
the skilled workers to fill many
of them. Well-paid professionals
like engineers, technicians, and
IT specialists are the three most
difficult jobs to fill in the region.
A large informal workforce is
unable to take full advantage of
the new opportunities created by
the market economy, notes recent
ADB report Skills Development for
Inclusive and Sustainable Growth in
Developing Asia.
“Countries in Asia will not be able
to create sufficient employment
unless they address the serious
skills mismatches that exist in their
labor markets,” said Bindu Lohani,
ADB’s vice-president for knowledge
management and sustainable
development, in a recent interview.
The Republic of Korea, Singapore,
and Hong Kong, China are among
a handful of Asian economies that
successfully raised the skill level
of their workforce by matching
vocational training with national
economic policies.
But others struggle with talent
shortages. Indonesia’s gap between
demand and supply of middle
managers could reach 56% by 2020.
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Fan persisted. After 2 years, he
found a job working at a factory
producing GPS products. Fan worked
on the assembly line, inserting screws
into products. His monthly wage was
the lowest at the factory, about $163.
Fan married in 2007 and a daughter
was born the following year. His
salary by then was $245 a month. As
inflation climbed, providing for his
family became a major challenge.
That’s when he decided to get
serious about obtaining new skills.
Fan started taking evening courses
to learn about GPS manufacturing.
Every day after work he took a
40-minute bus ride to a vocational
training center for a 2-hour class on
electricity and mechanics.
Many in Fan’s situation aspire to
the PRC’s top three most wanted
professions: technician, sales
representative, and skilled worker,
according to a recent report by global
human resource group Manpower.
The same report shows that
23% of companies in the PRC are
experiencing serious skills shortages.
“Structural labor shortage is a
serious issue,” says Manpower Group
[PRC] President Yuan Jianhua.
“While university graduates can’t
find employment, most companies
have problems finding enough skilled

Only 9% of migrant workers in the PRC
have received professional training.
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workers. Investing more in training
and matching the skills of job seekers
with employers’ demands are what
need to be done for the labor market
to reach a new balance.”
Peng of Fudan University observes
that the PRC’s labor market serves
some workers well, but others not at
all. A carpenter in Shanghai, he says,
can easily make $1,600 a month,
while a university graduate might
fail to find work. “Some vocational
training projects have worked out
very well but that’s not enough,”
says Peng. “We need a nationwide
vocational program with broaderbased training and eventually lifelong
learning programs.”
What’s more, many economists
predict that the PRC’s demographic
dividend will end in a few years, after
which the working population will
decrease as the aged population
continues to expand.
“To ensure further economic
growth, the government will have
to reach high productivity with a
smaller working population,” says
Liang Xiaoyan, a senior education
specialist at the World Bank in
Beijing. “The economy will become
more reliant on skills, and investment
in vocational training will help make
the transition smooth.”

To that end, the PRC launched the
Sunshine Project in 2004. Billed as
the world’s largest project of its type,
it provides training for unemployed
people in rural areas to help them
find jobs in nonagricultural sectors
when they migrate to cities. The
training is focused on the grain belt
provinces, where many farmers
barely make a subsistence living.
The government has also passed
a law that companies invest at
least 1.5% of their wages bill on
training employees.
Peng believes that such initiatives
will make a difference. “It will
probably take 20 to 30 years to
complete the transition because of
the large population. But once it’s
done, [the PRC] will finally become
an authentic developed economy.”
Much the same needs to happen
across the region, parts of which
have the extra burden of extreme
poverty that makes skill acquisition a
secondary priority to daily survival.
Across the region 1.7 billion people
live on less than $2 a day, according
to ADB data.
Countries have different needs,
but certain strategies can work
across the board. Specialized
strategies for skills training in small
to medium-sized enterprises would
boost growth and improve the job
prospects of workers. Training
programs should be reinforced by
appropriate labor market and social
protection policies.
Failing to take action can consign
countries to a middle-income trap.
“Escaping the trap requires major
reengineering which includes skills
development for employability
and sustainable livelihoods,” says
ADB in Skills Development for
Inclusive and Sustainable Growth
in Developing Asia.
Fan worked hard to escape his own
income trap, and it’s paying off. He
was promoted twice and his monthly
salary is now $571. But Fan wants
one day to open his own GPS factory
and make money, like a real boss.
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Breeding
Success
Making the most of Asia’s
remittance boom
By John Larkin
Lily Brul
inspecting her
fish farm funded
by remittances.

L

ike millions of women in the Philippines, Lily Brul
waited each month for money from her absent
husband. Then, several years ago, he had a heart
attack while working as an engineer in Saudi
Arabia, plunging the family’s financial future
into peril.
“It was a real eye-opener for me,” Lily, 51, recalls.
“I realized I had to work, not just rely on remittances
from my husband.”
She returned home from tending to him determined
to put the remittance money to work. Using financial
planning tips from Atikha, a Philippine nongovernment
organization focusing on overseas workers and their
communities, she slowly saved money for permits, cages,
and nets for a freshwater fish farm. Eight years later, she
now manages 2,300 square meters of breeding cages at
two lakes, and makes more money than her husband.
“I have told him to come home. I can feed him.”
But Lily’s drive to turn remittances into business success
is a rarity in the Philippines, and throughout Asia and the
Pacific. The region received $260 billion in funds remitted
home by overseas workers in 2012, nearly two-thirds of
total global flows to developing countries. One in 10 Asian
households receive remittances with India, the People’s
Republic of China, and the Philippines being the largest
recipient countries.
“Asia is by far the center of remittances,” says Don Terry,
professor of development finance at Boston University
Law School. “The scale of the numbers is astonishing.”
But questions remain over how the money is used.
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Remittances have been criticized for spurring spending
on useless items, and breeding dependency and
diminished enthusiasm for work among family members
receiving the cash.
“Often the partner stops working, the children marry
young,” explains Mai Añonuevo, executive director at
Atikha. “It’s an unending process, for the migrants and
their families left behind.”
In the Philippines, remittances totaled $24 billion in
2012—half of Southeast Asia’s total—making migrant
workers so important to the national economy that they
are hailed as national heroes. But much of the economic
impact is quarantined to big cities rather than the home
provinces of workers, where investment opportunities
are rare.
Atikha runs financial literacy sessions for migrant
families and reaches out as well to the workers overseas.
Añoneuvo says they teach workers how to say “no” to
some family requests for money, and the families to be
more judicious with the money they receive.
“This training touches people’s lives,” she says.
“They save, they start paying their loans. We are able to
generate jobs. We have success stories of people
engaging in agriculture.”
Teaching financial literacy to overseas workers and
their families is key to bringing them into the mainstream
financial system, says Stephen P. Groff, ADB’s vicepresident for East Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific.
“Financial inclusion cannot work without financial
literacy,” he says.
Terry, of Boston University, says the challenge is to
transform remittances from being a poverty alleviation
tool into an economic development vehicle.
“The only way to do that is to give people more options
to invest,” he says.
Lily has made the most of her options. She’s invested in
a corner store, two motorbike taxis, and leased farmland
on which she grows vegetables. She credits her success to
Atikha’s financial planning seminars, and now helps out as
one of its trainers.
“I learned how to do a budget, and they always told
me to save first before you spend and to diversify my
investments. That was always on my mind.”
She worries, though, that the message isn’t getting
through to migrant families who prefer the certainty of the
regular wire transfer. “They don’t have the courage to take
the risk of investing.”
Lily wants to expand her empire, and plans to soon start
an organic potato farm. She hopes her husband will return
next year, and plans to keep him busy tending to one of
her two fish farms.
In fact, her husband may be the last family member
to go abroad for work. Her four children, inspired by her
success, have no plans to leave.
“They tell me they can get rich here in the Philippines.
They don’t have to move.”
www.development.asia
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One Billion Hungry:
Can We Feed the World?
By Gordon Conway, Cornell
University Press, October 2012,
$24.95
The number of extremely poor
people is falling, but many people
remain hungry. Gordon Conway
explains that a rising global
population, scarce arable land, and
volatile prices mean that a healthy
diet is by no means assured for
many people, but is optimistic that
solutions can be found.
Conway is an agricultural
economist at Imperial College,
London. He heads Agriculture for
Impact, a project funded by the Bill
& Melinda Gates Foundation, which
works on enhancing agricultural
development for small farms in subSaharan Africa.
“Can adequate food supplies be
assured? Conway answers with a
qualified yes. He explains that many
known techniques for increasing
yields have yet to be fully applied
but that doing so will require the
mobilization of significant scientific,
educational, and organizational
resources.”—Foreign Affairs
“Poverty, climate change, booming
population, soaring food prices—the
obstacles to global food security
seem Himalayan. … Conway calls
for a ‘doubly green revolution’
with sustainable intensification
of production, research and
development, and market
creation.”—Nature
November 2013 Development Asia

The Bankers’ New Clothes:
What’s Wrong with
Banking and
What to Do About It
By Anat Admati and Martin Hellwig,
Princeton University Press, February
2013, $29.95
This book seeks to expose the role of
the banking system in destabilizing
the global economy. Its authors
assert that many banks operate with
huge balance sheets but perilously
little equity, exposing the banking
system and economy to risks
during downturns.
Anat Admati is a professor of
economics and finance at Stanford
Business School.
Martin Hellwig is an economist
and director of the Max Planck
Institute for Research on Collective
Goods in Bonn, Germany.
“…a lucid exposition of the
intellectual falsehoods deployed by
banks to justify the ways in which
they went about growing their
business beyond any reasonable
assessment of risk in the run-up to
the crisis of 2008 and which they
continue to peddle today.”
—New Statesman
“The thicker a bank’s buffer of
capital is … the lower the chance
it will require a taxpayer bailout. …
Admati and Hellwig argue that bank
capital in the form of equity should
be ‘on the order of 20 percent to 30
percent’ of all assets, even the less
risky.”—Bloomberg Businessweek

Why Growth Matters:
How Economic Growth In
India Reduced Poverty
and The Lessons For Other
Developing Countries
By Jagdish Bhagwati and Arvind
Panagariya, Public Affairs, April 2013,
$28.99
Two eminent economists ponder
India’s rise, asking whether—and
how—the country’s economic
resurgence can be sustained. Their
prescription for growth calls for
further economic liberalization.
Jagdish Bhagwati and Arvind
Panagariya are both India-born
economics professors at Columbia
University. Bhagwati has authored
several books and advised the
World Trade Organization.
Panagariya is a former ADB chief
economist and currently editor of
the India Policy Forum.
“Why Growth Matters is a blunt
book; almost a manifesto for
policymakers and analysts. It explains
how rapid expansion has brought
India immense gains, and why more
change is needed—and needed
soon. Both men are champions of
globalization and they hope their
ideas will stiffen the resolve of India’s
leaders.”—The Economist
“…the authors’ contention that
India needs a further shake-up is
surely correct, as is their suggested
focus on rejigging outdated systems
of land acquisition, planning and a
tightly regulated labor market.”
—The Financial Times
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Work for Asia and the Pacific.
Work for ADB.
The only development bank dedicated to Asia and the Pacific is
hiring people dedicated to development.
ADB seeks highly qualified individuals for the following vacancies:
• Energy • Financial Management • Financial Sector • Private Sector Finance
• Safeguards • Transport • Water Supply and Sanitation
Women are encouraged to apply.
For more details, visit www.adb.org/careers

40

ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK

www.development.asia

FEATURES
FEATURES

Unstable
Staples
Rising food prices are hard to
digest, especially for the poor
By Robert Horn
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H

is nickname is Pawm, which means “skinny”
in Thai. At only 53 kilograms, the name fits.
Pawm, 64, is one of the oldest motorcycle taxi
drivers trawling the wealthy Thonglor enclave
of Bangkok. He earns around $13 a day, nearly
all of which goes to gas and food.
Pawm always eats at the same pushcart where the
curries are cheap. Sometimes the portions shrink because
the cost of ingredients has risen again. Pawm, whose real
name is Udom Injampa, compensates by loading up on
rice or rotten vegetables. He doesn’t know why prices keep
rising, and tries not to envy his well-heeled neighbors. “But
sometimes I can’t help it. Especially when I’m hungry.”
Pawm’s shrinking rations are an increasingly common
fact of life for millions in Asia who watch the price of their
food buffeted by global forces beyond their control.
For 3 decades they made ends meet when food was
relatively cheap and prices generally stable. Things began
to change after governments started slashing investments
in agriculture and food supply infrastructure.

NOW, HIGH AND volatile food prices are described
as the “new normal” by the World Bank. Food prices
had risen for several years when, in the first half of 2008,
November 2013 Development Asia

global financial contagion and soaring fuel prices pitched
them to alarming new peaks. They’ve been on a roller
coaster ride ever since, hitting record highs in February
2011 and spiking again in mid-2012 as drought ravaged the
Russian Federation’s wheat belt and the maize-growing
Midwestern United States. Supplies of the three major
grains— wheat, maize, and rice—drive food prices
because of their fundamental role in feeding both
humans and animals.
These crops have borne the brunt of the price
fluctuations, and analysts are divided over whether
recent price surges are the new reality or a temporary
cyclical phenomenon.
The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has
delivered its verdict, suggesting the era of cheap food may
be over, with high and volatile food prices likely
to continue.
One crucial catalyst is the high price of energy, as
petroleum-based products such as fertilizer, and the fuels
used to power machinery and transport, are significant
cost components of food production.
Some analysts fear a global food disaster looms. The
FAO points to forecasts that the global population will
reach 9 billion by 2050, pushing up consumption and
changing diets among growing middle classes. Expanding
residential districts could encroach on arable land—which
may also be diverted to grow biofuel crops—and climate
change threatens to render fertile regions barren.
“If these trends continue, they could lead to a nightmare
scenario of exploitation, hunger, and conflict,” writes
Paul McMahon in his recent book Feeding Frenzy: The
New Politics of Food. More sanguine observers argue this
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THE POOR, HUNGRY, and malnourished are more
numerous in the Asia and Pacific region than anywhere
else. Two-thirds of the world’s 1 billion hungry reside in
Asia and the Pacific, as do 68% of the world’s underweight
children, according to ADB data.
In a recent report, Food Security in Asia and the Pacific,
ADB finds that a 1% increase in contemporaneous food
price inflation leads to a 0.2% rise in infant and child
mortality, and a 0.4% increase in undernourishment.
Moreover, an additional 112 million people in Asia and the
Pacific could have escaped poverty had food prices not
increased each year between 2001 and 2010.
Food price hikes hit the poor hardest because they
spend a far higher percentage of their income on food
than those who are better off.
Whereas a middle-class person in a developed country
may spend 20% to 30% of his or her earnings on food, for
poor people in developing Asia the figure can range from
50% to 70%, according to ADB. Even modest increases in
food prices take a bigger bite out of a poor person’s
hip pocket.
The poor find ways to cope. They may eat less or
skip meals. Like Pawm, they may switch to cheaper, less
nutritious, and even unhealthy food, becoming unhealthy
in the process, reducing their own productivity as workers,
and taxing the health care system.
They may cut back on other expenses, including
pulling their children out of school, either due to cost
or because they need the children to start working
to boost the family’s income. This has clear negative
consequences for efforts at poverty reduction and
economic development.
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WHILE HUNGER HAS declined overall in recent
decades, new worries are emerging. In 1990 only 12
countries faced food crises, five of them protracted,
according to a brief for the FAO’s High Level Expert
Forum on food insecurity last year. In 2010 this climbed to
24 crisis-stricken countries, 19 of which had suffered for
much of the last decade. Since 2005, at least 30 instances
of social unrest and upheaval have been linked, at least in
part, to high food prices or scarcity.
It wasn’t always so. Low, stable food prices helped
many countries reduce poverty over the past 3 decades.
Earlier investments in agriculture and infrastructure, and
the “Green Revolution” of the 1980s that saw farming
productivity rise, paid dividends for all but the poorest
of the poor. But an extended period of stable food prices
bred complacency. Most governments and supranational
institutions slashed investments in agriculture, resulting in
less efficient farming practices.
According to a paper last year by Professor Peter Warr
of the Australian National University (ANU), 30% of the
World Bank’s lending went to agriculture in 1978, but by
2011 that figure had fallen to 9%. In 1980, annual foreign
assistance for agriculture development totaled $8 billion,
but by 2011 this had fallen to $3 billion.
This neglect of agriculture coincided with a slow
depletion of grain reserves. Stocks have fallen since
the turn of the century, according to the Overseas
Development Institute, which notes that the food price
crisis of the 1970s, a minicrisis in the 1990s, and the crisis
of 2008 all coincided with low points in government
grain stocks.
Harvard economist Peter Timmer says insufficient
stocks can create uncertainty about supplies, and
were a significant factor in the crisis of 2008. (See box:
Rice Shock).
www.development.asia
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doomsday scenario can be averted with the right policies
and investments, thereby stabilizing food prices.
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IT’S EASY TO be pessimistic about the future price and
availability of food.
Both free market and government interventions have
had some spectacular failures in recent years in trying to
ensure stable and low-cost food supplies. And with risk
factors like population growth and climate change on the
horizon, there is clearly cause for concern.
But there is also reason for hope. The FAO’s worst-case
scenarios from the 2008 crisis did not eventuate, says
FAO policy officer Sumiter Broca, because governments
responded in ways that protected many citizens from the
worst effects of price volatility.
Warr of ANU says the best move for governments is
to focus on poverty reduction. “For most households,
food insecurity is a matter of purchasing power. The
key to enhanced food security at the household level is
sustainable poverty reduction, regardless of whether food
prices are volatile,” he says.
But others, including the FAO and Timmer, argue for
more wide-ranging measures to ensure adequate food
supplies and stable prices over the long term.
At the top of their list is increased investment by
governments and agencies. Some of this needs to
go into research and development, says Timmer, to
reignite productivity gains in agriculture. Rebuilding and
maintaining adequate buffer reserves at the national and
regional levels would also help stabilize prices.
Along with reserves, Broca says one of the most
important investments for developing countries is a
complete cold storage chain for the food supply. A good
deal of the food harvested in the developing world spoils
on the way to consumers.
Reserves also spoil rapidly if not stored well. Lack of
adequate storage had untold tons of India’s wheat stocks
rotting in the open air in 2012.
More food crises are set to become a fact of life.
Weather and climate events, market shocks and
disparities in distribution make them all but inevitable,
and the unfortunate corollary is that the poor are most
exposed to them.
Better social safety nets and conditional cash transfers
will help minimize the impact on the poor, says Broca. The
penny has dropped on the need to reinforce agriculture
development. The World Bank’s Global Food Crisis
Response Program and the G20’s Global Agriculture and
Food Security Program have focused on building more
resilient agriculture sectors.
“Any solution must be multipronged,” Broca says. “I am
cautiously optimistic that things will work. But I’m also
keeping my fingers crossed.”
Until then, Pawm’s only taste of the good life will be
the occasional splurge on fish soup. Rising prices might
take away even that little luxury soon, leaving Pawm—like
millions of others—with no choice but to live on less.
November 2013 Development Asia

RICE SHOCK

Food price spikes can strike suddenly
No episode better
illustrates the fragility
of the world food situation and weaknesses
in the food trading
system than the rice
price scare of 2008.
The problems began when India, suffering from a drought,
announced in late

2007 that it would restrict exports of wheat
and rice to ensure its
own people had enough to eat. Economists cautioned
that such measures can lead to unintended hardships
throughout the food trading system.
And that is exactly what happened. India is a t rader
on the world rice market, which panicked on the
news of an export ban. A ton of grade B white rice
from Thailand, the market’s benchmark, jumped from
an average of $335 in 2007 to nearly $1,000 a ton by
May 2008, according to the FAO’s May 2009 price
update, on fears that there would not be enough rice
to go around.
In fact, says Sumiter Broca of the FAO, there was
plenty of rice, and India fulfilled all its export commitments. The panic ended after Harvard economist
Peter Timmer finessed a deal with the governments
of Japan and the United States (US). To fulfill World
Trade Organization rules and prove it has an “open
market,” Japan buys hundreds of thousands of tons of
rice from the US and other countries every year.
Japan stores this rice until it spoils and is fit only
for animal feed. In a recent paper on the episode,
Timmer tells how he convinced the US to waive trade
regulations and allow Japan to declare that it would
re-export its fresh American rice. Once Japan made
the announcement, rice prices began tumbling—not to
precrisis levels—but enough to end the panic. In reality, Japan never re-exported a single grain of American rice. The announcement was enough to calm
the market.
Had reserves been higher, Timmer says, the panic
could have been avoided altogether. “Grain reserves
provide the buffer, the flexibility to deal with uncertainty. The larger the reserves, the greater uncertainty
you can cope with. But grain reserves are expensive to
hold,’’ Timmer says. BY ROBERT HORN
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Overdue
Antidote
Indonesia hopes to heal its ailing health system
by providing universal coverage

A

sia’s mixed record on
health care is nearing a
milestone, as Indonesia
launches one of the
world’s biggest universal
health coverage systems covering its
entire population.
Starting next year, the national
scheme will replace a patchwork
of local initiatives to deliver free
or subsidized coverage by 2019 to
the entire Indonesian population,
currently totaling more than 240
million. The initial phases will extend
coverage to people from all walks
of life, including nearly 90 million
poor and so-called “near poor”
Indonesians as well as public and
private sector employees.
Success could spur bolder
approaches by a host of other Asian
countries also making the transition
to universal health coverage.
“Achieving universal health care
would have a big impact on health in
Indonesia and a big demonstration
effect across Asia,” says Anna
Marriott, health policy advisor
at Oxfam.

UNIVERSAL HEALTH
COVERAGE—which aims to
provide access to health services
for all members of society without
causing financial hardship—has
become a cornerstone of poverty
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By Tom McCawley
reduction efforts. High medical
bills push more than 100 million
people into poverty each year,
according to the World Health
Organization (WHO).
Asia lags other regions on many
health measures, according to
a recent report by ADB and the
National University of Singapore.
About 5% of Asia’s children die
before age 5, compared to 2.3% in
Latin America and the Caribbean.
The report estimates that it will
take South Asia 79 years to reach
the same life expectancy rates as
industrialized countries, while East
Asia and the Pacific will have to wait
an extra 30 years.
Faced with such stark disparities,
WHO Director Margaret Chan has
described universal health coverage
as “the single most powerful concept
that public health has to offer.”
In late 2012 the United Nations
adopted a landmark resolution
calling on member states to develop
health systems that reduced the
burden on the poor.
Many Asian governments are
already trying to implement universal
health coverage.
Oxfam’s Marriott says that Asia
has made the most progress of any
region on universal health.
The focus of most of these efforts
is health insurance funded either

publicly through tax revenues and
other mechanisms, or through
voluntary premiums.
The first option, says Marriott, has
generally been more effective in Asia.
India’s Rashtriya Swasthya Bima
Yojana insurance program has
provided free care for more than 142
million poor people since 2008.
In the People’s Republic of China
(PRC), insurance coverage climbed
from 30% to 96% between 2003
and 2011.
Thailand became the region’s
success story by extending coverage
to almost all eligible citizens under a
universal system launched in 2002.
More than 76 million Indonesians
are covered by the governmentfunded health insurance scheme,
Jamkesmas. While the program has
cut medical bills for the needy and
boosted insurance coverage rates,
more than half of the population
remains uncovered, according to the
World Bank.
Kusnadi, 45, a motorcycle taxi
driver, has lived in fear of not being
able to pay his family’s medical bills
if he has a debilitating accident.
His job is a dangerous one, and his
$15 daily income leaves little for
health expenses.
Now, he says, the combination of
Jakarta’s free health care system and
the national plan give him peace of
www.development.asia
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mind. ”At least I can get basic care if
I need it. The city plan takes a load
off my mind. The national plan takes
off another load.”
The national plan aims to cover
all citizens by merging the three
largest insurance programs, including
Jamkesmas, and a host of smaller
regional schemes. The goal is to
boost efficiency, while more funding
for health services will add 100,000
beds and hundreds of hospitals over
the next 8 years.
The reforms are expected to
spur demand for thousands of new
doctors, nurses, and technicians.
Millions of dollars will be spent on
pharmaceuticals, medical devices,
and other hospital equipment.
All of which are scarce in a country
where some remote hospitals have
less than half their bed needs, and
where less than two-thirds
of public hospitals offer 24-hour
blood services.
“Providing universal health
coverage will ensure that all people
have access to comprehensive
health services without reference to
their financial status,” Indonesian
Health Minister Nafsiah Mboi told
the 66th World Health Assembly
in Geneva in May this year. “This
approach will contribute to
improvements in the overall health
status and the quality of life of the
Indonesian people.”
A PILOT PROGRAM in Jakarta
spearheaded by the capital’s
charismatic mayor Joko “Jokowi”
Widodo offers clues to the
challenges that the national system
might face.
Jokowi’s plan to deliver free
health care for the capital’s 10
million residents has had serious
teething problems. Its centerpiece,
the Healthy Jakarta Card, or Kartu
Jakarta Sehat (KJS), simplified
previous arrangements by requiring
that residents simply present
their KJS to receive free care at
community health centers or
selected hospitals.
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Universal health
care is a crucial
component of
inclusive growth.

“This approach will contribute
to improvements in the overall
health status and the quality of
life of the Indonesian people.”
—Indonesian Health Minister Nafsiah Mboi
Launched in 2012 and administered
by the state insurance company PT
Askes, the program aims to cover 4.7
million residents by the end of 2013.
But KJS quickly hit problems.
Demand for health services surged by
70% in the first few months. A child
died from complications after her
parents were rejected by 10 hospitals
overwhelmed by soaring demand.
City officials angrily threatened to
summon and interrogate Jokowi.
Jokowi has defended KJS and
counseled patience as its kinks
are ironed out. But the resourcing
issues that have plagued his program
might resurface to frustrate the
national plan.
Indonesia is well-endowed with
health insurance schemes. A regional
autonomy program has boosted
the number of regions to more than
400, spurring hundreds of new city,
province, and district elections.
Candidates have been eager to
curry favor by promising free health
care services. The World Bank has
put at 300 the number of district
insurance schemes providing

subsidized care in 2010, a five-fold
increase from 2008.
Framers of the new national
scheme must find a way to deal with
the legacies of hundreds of such
small schemes, many of which have
different benefits and target different
segments of the population.
One of these schemes, in the
westernmost province of Aceh,
shows how high-benefits programs
can create as many problems as
they resolve.
Aceh’s program covers all ailments.
Patients with complicated conditions
can be flown to Jakarta for treatment.
Some people travel from other
provinces to receive Aceh identity
cards giving them free health care.
Hospitals have been overwhelmed
by demand. “Now people come
to the hospital even if they have a
headache,” complained an Acehnese
doctor to Elizabeth Pisani, an
epidemiologist and London-based
public health consultant.
BUMPS IN THE road to universal
health care were not entirely
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Free medical
care led to
more people
using more
services, but
the poor and
very sick had a
higher chance
of dying as
high demand
sapped
resources.
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unforeseen. One classic study
conducted 30 years ago by the
Rand Corporation compared free
systems against those with varying
degrees of coinsurance, ranging
from 25% to 50%.
It found that free medical care
delivered more users and more
services, but the poor and very sick
had more chance of dying as high
demand sapped resources.
The findings could apply to parts
of Indonesia, where a 2008 report by
WHO found that decentralization
had undermined the quality of
disease surveillance and public
health programs.
Plugging holes in Jamkesmas is
key to achieving universal health
coverage in Indonesia, according
to a recent World Bank paper.
It calls for better beneficiary
targeting mechanisms and financial
sustainability to ensure the program
helps those most in need.
Oxfam’s Marriott says the national
plan appears underfinanced as it
hinges on “non-poor” people in
the informal sector paying health
insurance contributions. “Evidence
from around the world…shows that
they will not do this and so a large
proportion of the population will
remain unfunded.”
Marriott says public health
funding needs to double in
Indonesia for universal health
care to be properly delivered. Its
bid to extract contributions from
the informal workforce could
be problematic, however, as this
population has proven difficult to
reach across much of Asia.
Asia’s diversity means different
countries often face a variety of
localized challenges on affordable
health care.
New laws in the Philippines
provide universal coverage to the
very poor and bring most of its
citizens under the coverage of
PhilHealth, the national health
insurance scheme.
Benefits have also been expanded,
but the World Bank notes persistent

disparities in health outcomes
between the rich and the poor.
The PRC has achieved 100%
coverage of targeted populations
under its Medical Assistance
Program, which pays leftover
medical bills from two insurance
schemes for rural and urban
residents. But an aging population
will stretch resources in coming years,
according to the International Social
Security Association.
In India, a new generation of
government health insurance
programs has brought care to many
millions in just a few years. Programs
have focused on services purchased
from the private sector on a massive
scale, using a bottom-up approach
that targets poor recipients first.
Still, household out-of-pocket
spending on medical bills is high in
India at more than half of total health
expenditure—more than double the
amount that WHO says can send
households below the poverty line.
LESSONS CAN BE learned from
success stories like Thailand, where
political commitment and long-term
investment in health infrastructure
have reaped dividends. Marriott says
Thailand’s success shows countries
that subsidize their informal
populations, rather than try to extract
contributions from them, are more
likely to end up with workable health
care systems.
Making this happen takes political
will and, of course, money. “Ensuring
access to quality health care for all
demands policy-level commitment
and resources,” says Shin Youngsoo, WHO regional director for the
Western Pacific.
He identifies essential medicines,
medical technologies, and strong
management as other essential
ingredients of success.
Meanwhile, many Indonesians like
Kusnadi await the New Year, hoping
it will signal better health for his
family. “I moved to Jakarta hoping for
a better life. I couldn’t really afford it,
until now.”
www.development.asia
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Specialist health
services are
unaffordable for
many in Asia.

DEVELOPMENT AGENDA
NOVEMBER

4–7 : 45th Meeting of the Global
Environment Facility (GEF)
Council, Washington, DC, US
4–8 : 25th Session of the Food
and Agriculture Organization
(FAO) Asia-Pacific Forestry
Commission, New Zealand
6 : International Day for Preventing
the Exploitation of the
Environment in War and
Armed Conflict
10 : World Science Day for Peace
and Development
10–13 : The World Health
Organization’s Third Global
Forum on Human Resources for
Health, Recife, Brazil
16 : International Day for Tolerance
17–20 : 2nd Global Risk Forum
(GRF) One Health Summit:
World Organization for
Animal Health (OIE) and the
FAO, Davos, Switzerland

19 : ADB and the
Confederation of
Indian Industries
Conference
on Promoting
Mekong–India
Cooperation,
New Delhi, India
20 : Universal Children’s Day
27 : ADB Institute Annual
Conference on Innovative,
Inclusive and Integrated Asia
and Pacific, Tokyo, Japan

DECEMBER
1 : World
AIDS Day
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9 : International AntiCorruption Day
10–11 : 19th
Greater
Mekong
Subregion
Ministerial
Conference:
ADB and
Greater Mekong Subregion,
Vientiane, Lao PDR
11 : International Mountain Day

18 : International Migrants’ Day
20 : International Human
Solidarity Day

2014
JANUARY
6–10 : 7th
Session of
the United
Nations
Open
Working
Group on
Sustainable Development
Goals, New York, US
20–22 : World Future Energy
Summit 2014, Abu Dhabi,
United Arab Emirates

FEATURES

FEBRUARY
1–7 : World Interfaith
Harmony Week

4 : World Cancer Day
6 : International Day of Zero
Tolerance to Female Genital
Mutilation
20 : World Day of Social Justice
27–28 : Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development:
Global Forum on Competition

MARCH
8 : International Women’s Day
11-13 : Asia
2014 Fifth
International
Conference
on Water
Resources and Hydropower
Development in Asia
Colombo, Sri Lanka
21 : International Day for
the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination
22 : World Water Day
24 : World TB Day
24 : International Day for the Right
of the Truth Concerning Gross
Human Rights Violations and for
the Dignity of Victims

april

4 : International Day for Mine
Awareness and Assistance in
Mine Action

22–25 : World Economic Forum
Annual Meeting DavosKlosters, Switzerland
11–13 : Spring Meetings of the
International Monetary Fund
and the World Bank Group,
Washington, DC, US
22 : International Mother Earth Day
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Highland hardship
Goroka town’s idyllic mountain setting gives
no hint to the hardscrabble lives of a rising number of
its inhabitants. This provincial capital in the highlands
of Papua New Guinea (PNG) is struggling to cope
with a flood of rural migrants seeking better lives.
They crowd shantytowns now home to nearly twothirds of the population according to UN-Habitat.
Basic services like water and sanitation are rare;
disease and crime thrive.
A muddy plot of land near the town center offers
a glimpse of lives lived in desperation. Each morning,
new arrivals cram into a market selling tobacco and
betel—a mild chewable stimulant. Vendors set up
stalls on simple tables or sheets spread on wet, litterstrewn ground. Others eke a living at nearby meat
and vegetable markets. Their dwellings are flimsy
constructions of thatch and tin.
Goroka’s story is increasingly common in PNG as
economic growth spurs migration to urban areas.
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UN-Habitat estimates the national urban population
could nearly double to 27% of the total by 2020.
Underprepared centers like Goroka are feeling
the strain.
Meanwhile, conditions worsen. New informal
settlements break urban planning regulations,
worsening the shortage of services such as water,
garbage, electricity, and waste management. New
arrivals at Goroka occupy scarce land, fuelling strife
with existing residents over living space and sometimes
prompting ethnic tensions.
“The settlements are growing fast,” says Vincent
Pyati, UN-Habitat’s PNG program manager. “It’s
getting worse every day.”
The PNG government grasps the problem, recently
announcing plans to upgrade services at Goroka and at
other towns and cities. “At the rate our population is
growing, we have to do this now,” Prime Minister Peter
O’Neill said recently.
www.development.asia
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480 MILLION
people in Asia
and the Pacific
have no safe
drinking water
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