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Taj Samudra Hotel, Colombo.
It is a great pleasure for me to have this opportunity to comment on this report on   “Road Map Towards a Poverty Free South Asia: Our Future Our responsibility” prepared by of the Independent South Asian Commission on Poverty Alleviation. 

As we know, poverty is widespread in South Asia. With about 500 million people living on less than $ 1 a day, it is home for over 40 per cent of the World’s poor. In absolute terms, the number of poor in South Asia even exceeds the sum of the poor, in the regions of Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and Middle East. The Human Development Index for the region is also lower than that for many other regions. With a literacy rate of 56 per cent, South Asia ranks the most illiterate region in the world. Moreover, the increasing effects of globalisation during the last decades, have created enormous challenges to the region, and have affected the livelihoods of the poor. In this context, the difficult task undertaken by the South Asian Commission on Poverty Alleviation, to review the region’s poverty status and to suggest effective measures for future action, needs to be commended. 
This report, which is the outcome of the Commission’s effort, has two main sections: The Section One provides an in-depth analysis of the region’s current status of poverty, while Section Two presents a ‘Road map’ towards poverty free South Asia.

The ‘Poverty Balance Sheet’ presented in Section One, provides an overview of the current status and trends in poverty for South Asia, in comparison to the other regions in world. Here, poverty is being looked at as a multidimensional phenomenon, which needs to be addressed in all its many dimensions. The report also highlights wide disparities in education, mortality, longevity, etc across the countries in the region. For example, Sri Lanka and Maldives have achieved significantly higher levels of literacy, school enrolment and gender parity in education compared to the other South Asian countries. Moreover, the mortality rates of these two countries appear to be much lower than rest of the countries in the region. Such an analysis given in this chapter provides a ‘benchmark’ to evaluate future changes in the poverty front, in comparison to the present situation.
The report has rightly identified the implementation difficulties as the main problem of policy and program initiatives on poverty reduction in the region. These issues relate to coordination, corruption, accountability and transparency, etc. The report not only recognizes various implementation problems, but also suggests ways and means of minimizing such inefficiencies, and improving the implementation process. Therefore, this report may be of use to various key players, involved in poverty related policy formulation and program implementation 
The most interesting chapter that I find in this report is “A Garden of Hope: Best Practices in South Asia”. As it points out, despite the pessimism implied by the macro level poverty indicators, there are number of ‘Best Practice’ cases that have attracted global attention. The report has done an ‘excellent job’ by providing a collection of the region’s best practices, with their important features and their impacts on the lives of the poor. Some of the best practice examples given the report include, the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh, known as the pioneer of micro-credit, Free Education and Health service delivery in Sri Lanka and The Information Village Research Project in India. The report also stresses the need of a SAARC level initiative, to develop a comprehensive inventory of best practices, and to disseminate this information among the member countries. Such an initiative would enable the South Asian countries to learn from each other’s experience and, to enhance their capacity, for possible replication of the success models in their countries. 

The section Two of the report provides a ‘road map’ for reducing poverty in the region. In this respect, the report identifies six strategic priorities, to be included in the poverty reduction agendas of the member countries. These include, mobilizing the power of the poor, Sustainable Development, Mainstreaming the informal economy, enhancing gender equity, prudent macroeconomics and all-round corporation among the member countries. All these areas identified are of great relevance to South Asia and are often included in many global and national development agendas. However, ‘Mainstreaming the informal economy’ is an important issue of concern to the region, which has not been addressed adequately in many agendas.
As stated in the report, ‘the Informal economy, contributes directly to poverty reduction in the region, by securing the livelihoods of a large proportion of the population. Yet, in many countries, the contribution of the informal sector continues to remain invisible’. Moreover, informal workers often lack access to various social security schemes. Therefore, there is a great need to raise the visibility of the informal sector and to develop a national policy framework, to support the livelihoods and to protect the welfare of the informal workers.

The report also suggests a set of six targets that can constitute a medium term agenda for the region. These targets are closely related to the UN Millennium Development Goals and, the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers of the South Asian countries. However, it is important to note that the report has gone beyond the concerns of the Millennium Development Goals, to identify some key areas of regional interest. For example, it targets to eliminate all forms of child labour and trafficking in the region, and also to put in place a social security system covering both the formal and informal sectors. In order to achieve these targets, the report also provides a detailed action plan for the member countries. However, I feel, that the report has not adequately addressed the aspect of ‘monitoring and evaluation’ of the progress, of these targets.

In addition to the national level strategies, the report recognizes the need for regional level initiatives, particularly in the promotion of rural technology, review of laws and policies which impact on the poor, and the Coorporation on social sector policies, competition policy, tourism, and so on.
Finally, I think this is a valuable report that provides an insight into the all-pervasive problem of poverty in South Asia. A report of this nature would be of immense use for administrators, planners, policy makers as well as practitioners in their efforts to reduce poverty in the region. 
I congratulate the Independent South Asian Commission on Poverty Alleviation, and the SAARC Secretariat, for their timely effort in the preparation of this report.

Thank you. 

