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An Introduction

This paper presents a brief account of the background of the poverty focused interventions that had taken place in Sri Lanka in its historical perspective and the process that is being undertaken by Sri Lanka in developing its Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper(PRSP). It  does not attempt to analyze  either the process or the contents of PRSP.  The paper intends to sum up the discussion by leaving you to find a conclusion as to how the recently introduced  concept of PRSP is different from the past attempts and how it could effectively reduce poverty in Sri Lanka.

Sri Lanka’ Poverty – A Historical Perspective

At the time of independence in 1948, Sri Lanka already had a fairly literate population, an administrative structure superimposed on the traditional village based system by the colonial regime for its revenue collection purposes and a road and rail network connecting main rural economic and resource bases with the center to serve the plantation agriculture. The village level rural organizations purely based on voluntarism and mainly focused on village welfare concerns existed through out the country, side by side with modern administration. The economy based exclusively on agriculture and agriculture based economic activities. The post independence interventions to develop the economy too were focusing on Agriculture, as the lead sector and the industrialization was at a minimum level. Thus the development approach was largely ‘Rural Bias’.  This I believe, brought up two significant effects, which are very specific to Sri Lanka.

1. One is the low migration of rural people to urban centers

2. The other is the need and the pressure to bring urban facilities such as electricity, transport, telecommunication etc. to the rural areas, as the rural base was a decisive factor in electing representatives to the Parliament.

As a result, instead of cities getting crowded with rural migrants, city boundaries got gradually expanded to include sub urban areas in to the city limits.

Sri Lanka is a test case for number of  ‘Rural Bias’ development interventions such as Rural development programme, Community development projects, Integrated Rural Development Projects (IRDP) etc. have been implemented to address the development issues prevailed in rural areas.  As the poverty  was seen  predominantly as a rural phenomenon, the main focus of these interventions was also the rural poor.

This paper does not discuss the successes or the failures of these interventions. However, it is not incorrect to state that the poverty in Sri Lanka is clearly  “unique” one as reflected in Sri Lanka’s rank in the Human Development Index (HDI)  of the United Nations. 

 Sri Lanka’s rank in the HDI is by far the highest in South Asia, since its launch in 1990 by the United Nations.  Being a lower –middle-income nation with a per capita GDP of U.S.$ 860 in 2000, Sri Lanka recorded tremendous success in terms of physical quality of life due to the efforts of the government to provide universal and subsidized education and health care to its people. Following are a few selected indicators of this success story;

· Life expectancy at birth 72.1 (years)

· Annual Population Growth rate 1.3%

· Adults literacy rate        91.6% (age 15 and above)

· Youth literacy rate         96.8%

· Net primary enrolment   100% 

· Infant mortality rate       17 per 1000 live births

· Maternal mortality  60 per 100,000

· % of One year old fully immunized against tuberculosis 97

· % of Population using adequate sanitation facilities  83

· % of Population with improved water sources   83

(Source: Human Development Report United Nations 2002)

This indicates that Sri Lanka has achieved  human development outcomes on par with some high – income countries and surpassed almost all of the 2000 International Development Goals at an early stage of its growth process.

Sri Lanka’s Poverty –Why it still exists? Present status 

While Sri Lanka was always concerned with the poverty of its people,  the concern of the international community up until 1990 was on ‘development’ in general and therefore the interventions to address this broad issue were targeted at assaulting the underlying causes that create this situation. Poverty is seen as an effect of the  interplaying of these underlying causes. 

However, ‘Poverty eradication’ became overriding priority of the United Nations and therefore the main international action in the decade of 1990s. The United Nations dedicating its Human Development Report of 1997 states “Poverty eradication is a moral imperative, an attainable goal. No longer inevitable, poverty should be relegated to history- along slavery, colonialism and nuclear warfare”. This seems a sudden realization of the existence of a group of people who live in poverty.

Following this global trend, Sri Lanka also developed its Poverty Indicators to measure the extent and the gravity of the problem. The Income Poverty index of 25 and Human Poverty index of 17.6 (Ref. HDR 2002) thus developed reveal that a relatively high level of human and social development co-exists with relatively high level of  income and human poverty.

During 1990s, the absolute poverty increased significantly from 33 in 1990/91 to 39 in 1995/96 according to the high poverty line of Rs.950/- developed by the Department of Census and Statistics(DCS). The incidence of poverty for this period is given in the following table

Table 1-Incidence of Poverty 1990/91 – 1996/97 (percent)

	Poverty line
	1990/91
	1995/96
	1996/97



	Lower Poverty Line
	20


	25
	19

	Higher Poverty Line
	33
	39
	31




Source: Connecting to Growth: Sri Lanka’s Poverty Reduction Strategy, June 2002

This reveals that nearly 40 % of the people are affected by poverty at any given time.

Using the one dollar a day measurement as poverty line of the UN, only 6.6% of the country’s population is poor  in 1983-2000(HDR 2002). If the poverty line is increased to two dollar a day, this percentage will rise to 45.4%.  Given the 600,000 internally displaced people as a consequence of the armed conflict, this high estimate of poverty incidence seems realistic. The success story of human development reported in the post independent era of Sri Lanka has thus changed into a gloomy phase starting from 1980s.  

Following gives some of the characteristics of this some what declined development in the 1980s as reported in the PRS of Sri Lanka.

· inverse relationship between extent of poverty and urbanization i.e. higher the urbanization and lower the poverty. For instance the higher poverty line in the Western Province where the capital city and major part of the economic , political, trade and administrative functions are concentrated is 23, compared with 55 of Uva Province, a remote administrative area.

· Poverty is distinctly rural phenomenon. 88% of the total poor, those fall below poverty line reside in rural areas.

· 43% of the principle income earner in poor households are employed in agriculture.

· 21% of the children in the age group of 5-17 are engaged in some form of economic activity as they dropped out of school due to poverty.

· 30% of the youth in the age group of 19-25 are unemployed.

Hence  Sri Lanka’s poverty is complex and not similar to other cases. The failure to continue the impressive social achievements of the post independence era might have urged the decision makers to re-visit their development strategies which seemed to have failed in delivering desired results. More importantly, at a time that Sri Lanka’s development partners are forcing themselves to focus their minds on this single issue of ‘Poverty’ in its multidimensional fashion, Sri Lanka too did not have any other option but accept the advice to prepare PRSP.

Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) of Sri Lanka

The PRSP of Sri Lanka titled “Connecting to Growth: Sri Lanka’s Poverty Reduction Strategy”  theoretically commenced its preparatory process in 1988, with  in which year the Government of Sri Lanka commenced preparatory work of Poverty Reduction Framework with financial and technical assistance of UNDP. This process continued till 2001 involving large number of stakeholders. The Framework advocates a three prong assault on poverty.

1. creating opportunities for pro-poor growth

2. strengthening social protection system

3. empowering poor and strengthening governance.

This Framework embodies a major shift in the role of the government in reducing poverty. The government took the position of creating an enabling environment for poverty reduction and not to attempt to solve poverty directly through public spending or restrictions on private economic activity.

This Framework was presented to Development Forum in 2000 with limited success in mobilizing external resources, as widely reported. However, the consultative process continued  with the aim of soliciting views and cooperation of all partners who has a stake in the development of the country in general and the effort to reduce poverty in particular to put the Framework into operation.  The result of this consultative process which builds on the work of the World Bank, Asian Development Bank and UNDP,  is  the latest version of PRSP known as “ Connecting to Growth: Sri Lanka’s Poverty Reduction Strategy”. This  was presented to the Development Forum in June 2002 as the Government’s priorities for external assistance are clearly stated in the PRS. 

The PRS attributes the economic development which is consistently lagging behind the social development, as the major cause of poverty in Sri Lanka. It further says that economic development “appears to have bypassed the rural areas, where about 80% of the population reside” (Sri Lanka’s PRS, June 2002). Having assessed multidimensional aspects of poverty in Sri Lanka, PRS attributes the following as the key determinants of poverty in the country;

· inadequate of growth and unequal opportunity

· armed conflict

· isolation and lack of economic integration

· limited access to high quality education

· limited access to basic health services

· slow growth in agriculture

· lack of clear land tenure

· environmental degradation

· social exclusion and powerlessness

In addition, PRS identifies the following as other impediments that affect the efforts of poverty reduction in the country;

· politicization of poverty programme

· barriers to urbanization

· problem of governance

· problems of rural development

· incomplete decentralization

The strategies therefore proposed to reduce poverty are to bring the solutions to these ailing issues of the socio economic situation in the country. 

 Present strategy- Regaining Sri Lanka

The Government that took control over the country after the Parliamentary election held in December 2001, considers that “Sri Lanka is in the thick of an economic crisis- a crisis born of deep and deadly indebtedness”(Ref. The Future-Regaining Sri Lanka) The failure to keep pace with or to implement the reforms so crucial to build a strong economy, following the liberalization that commenced in 1977 coupled with devastating destruction on critical key economic centers such as the airport, central Bank, World Trade Center, together with the continuous armed conflict in the northern part of the country are seen as the main causes for the country’s failure to achieve progress but continue with its indebtedness.

Therefore the Government has declared its “single minded priority – to overcome the debt crisis. This means cutting down or pruning in many areas. This means some sacrifices by all”.  The Government is fully aware of the implications of these measures on the poor.

The Government considers “This (2002) as a critical year in Sri Lanka’s history. A major opportunity is within reach to restore peace and bring an end to the nineteen year conflict that has held back the social and economic advancement of the country” (Ref: Connecting to Growth: Sri Lanka’s Poverty Reduction Strategy, June 2002).

The only way ahead in terms of Government thinking is  to restore “higher economic growth and thereby effectively eliminate poverty in Sri Lnaka.”. By higher growth, Government of Sri Lanka is not targeting 4  or 5 %  growth which seems to have existed since independence but was not sufficient to provide opportunities to reduce poverty of the people and thereby to improve their living standards.  It is a much higher target of 8 to 10 % to substantially  reduce poverty and to sustain growth that will free the country from the tentacles of accumulated debt”. 

The central focus of the Government based on its policy reform programme and the PRS that has been the outcome of nearly four years of  extensive consultative process and deliberations,  is to encourage and facilitate the more productive use  of all resources necessary in an internationally competitive economy. In other words, improving productivity is the key to accelerate economic growth. The economic programme of the Government titled in “The Future-Regaining Sri Lanka” states that “The reality is that inefficient production of goods and services in any part of the economy represents a burden that must be born by the entire country”

Within this central focus, the PRS identifies the following six pillars that constitute the strategic foundation for future poverty reduction efforts;

1. building a supportive macroeconomic environment

2. reducing conflict related poverty

3. creating opportunities for the poor to participate in economic growth

4. investing in people

5. empowering the poor and strengthening governance

6. implementing an effective monitoring and evaluation system

Conclusion

The clear message embodied in the PRS of Sri Lanka is that the Government alone cannot be held responsible for reducing poverty but the entire society should be prepared to shoulder the burden. Hence there will be no ‘special poverty – reduction oriented programme in each and every sector”,  given  the present fiscal constraints of the Government. Instead adequate opportunities are created for poor to participate in the growth process by mainstreaming poverty reduction objectives within sectoral development strategies.

It is therefore seen by an imminent economist in Sri Lanka “as a compendium of  Macro economic growth strategies than a strategy for the poor, centered around them.”
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