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Poverty as a concept

Poverty is multi faceted, income being only one of the assets that affects people’s well being. The distribution of poverty is heterogeneous in space and in society at multiple scales.  In addressing poverty, the following issues need to be considered: 

· The underlying causes of poverty are many and complex, for example malaria rates have been linked with poverty, but whether high malaria rates cause poverty or are a symptom of poverty could be debated.  

· Poverty is very closely linked to geography. So are genetic resources. We can specifically target crops that are important in areas of high poverty. However, we need to know more about how poverty is distributed. This means working closely with others in the CGIAR and elsewhere who are mapping poverty.

There may be a conceptual difficulty with using the term “the poor” in our strategy because it is a “state” caused by certain circumstances rather than something perpetually associated with particular people. For IPGRI to “place people, particularly the poor, at the centre of its agenda”, really means placing poverty at the centre of the agenda. 

Poverty and diversity

It is not universally accepted that diversity is essential to addressing poverty. In fact, some believe that diversity contributes to the creation and /or perpetuation of poverty. 

For example, the green revolution is still cited by some as an example of the alleviation of poverty by sacrificing diversity for productivity and income. Many economists challenge the notion of on-farm conservation of diversity, arguing that it implies substantial costs to farmers and society in terms of development opportunities foregone.  In addition, there are trade offs that need to be considered such as short/long term value, direct/indirect value, local/global value and potential/actual value. 

Biodiversity in agricultural and forest systems in general, and plant genetic resources in particular can be important components of a strategy for poverty alleviation, but IPGRI needs to do more to make a strong case for diversity, using concrete examples and case studies and then be pro-active in communicating about the importance of diversity for poverty alleviation. IPGRI has begun to address this issue, for instance its economic impact assessments and publications such as “Why diversity matters”, but more could be done.  

Cases to be made for diversity as a means of combating poverty include: 

· Genetic diversity is an important natural resource component of livelihood strategies in marginal areas, primarily by reducing transaction costs and reducing vulnerability

· Genetic resources are important in raising productivity through breeding, providing benefits to billions of poor consumers (including farmers)

· Lowering costs of a diversity of products provides a diversity of benefits. 

· As infrastructure and markets develop, this may also change the viability of on-farm conservation over time and space, and the way in which diversity contributes to poverty alleviation

IPGRI and focusing on “the poor”

Many agencies are specifically concerned with the poorest of the poor. IPGRI would probably be limiting itself too much by doing the same.  This is because there is some evidence that relatively wealthier farmers in areas of otherwise widespread poverty may provide an important public service by conserving genetic resources.  However, it does make sense for IPGRI to target its work towards specific farmers and to rationalize how working with wealthier farmers has spin-off benefits for the poorest farmers. 

Terminology: alleviating versus eradicating poverty

The term eradication suggests a focus on the causes rather than the symptoms of poverty. Will IPGRI be focusing on the causes of poverty?

