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To Mr. Ahn Ho-Keun, Deputy Minister, Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and 

Rural Affairs, Rep. of Korea; Mr. Byung Rin Yoo, Chairman of Korea FAO 

Association; Dr. Sang Mu Lee, Chairman of the APAP Forum; Dr. Saifullah 

Syed, Secretary General of the APAP Forum; Mr. Wassfi Hassan El-Sreihin, 

Secretary-General, African-Asian Rural Development Organization (AARDO); 

APAP Forum Board members, distinguished colleagues, friends, ladies and 

gentlemen 

 

Good morning! 

 

I would like to extend my gratitude to the APAP Forum and the Korea Food and 

Agriculture Organization for inviting me to set the tone for this year’s forum. I 

suppose that, because I have the privilege of having a front-row seat to national 

and regional transformations through my recent roles in government, as high-

level policymaker and economic planner, and in academe, as researcher and 

professor, I will be able to contribute new ideas and broader perspectives on 
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contemporary development issues relevant to agriculture and the rural 

economies of Asia. 

 

The last ten years have seen profound changes in the global landscape for 

agriculture and rural development. The global financial crisis of 2007/08 

quickly decelerated global trade and markedly slowed down the growth of the 

global economy, especially in major developed and emerging economies, 

including China. The effects of the slowdown on many economies have 

continued to shape and reshape thinking about how best to govern national and 

local economies, including the rural economy, in the pursuit of sustainable and 

inclusive development.  

 

The rising divide in opportunities within economies, particularly between 

skilled and unskilled workers, has added to domestic political pressure for 

policy changes. Indeed, with rising inequality and populist sentiments, trade 

protectionism has crept back, even as globalization in production technologies 

and processes, along with finance, has continued to penetrate domestic borders 

more profoundly than ever before. In more ways than one, these developments 

impact on agricultural competitiveness and the welfare of rural communities, 

the extent of which depends on the integration of the domestic economy with 

the regional and global markets, as well as the policy response of government to 

these developments. 

 

The globalization-facilitated economic growth in Asia for the past four decades 

has been the single most important contributor to the record poverty reduction 

in the region. This should not be lost in policy discussions on the appropriate 

responses to regional and global development challenges. Although 

globalization has not been smooth and neutral to countries and even to 

population groups within countries, it has certainly resulted generally in faster 

and sustained growth, poverty reduction, and shared prosperity in economies 
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where good economic governance is, to begin with, the norm rather than 

exception. 

 

In particular, where market policies and governance structures promote 

efficiency-enhancing structural transformation in the economy, i.e., the shift of 

employment from low-productivity to high-productivity sectors (not only 

between agriculture and industry or services, but also within each of these 

sectors), both growth and poverty reduction are robust and enduring. Evidence 

based on country experiences around the world in the past half-century indicates 

that, ultimately, what drives poverty reduction is a structural transformation of 

the economy, guided by efficiency-promoting policies and institutions. 

 

Recently, many studies at the country and sub-national levels have suggested 

that non-agricultural growth is increasingly becoming the main driver of 

economic-welfare improvement and poverty reduction. In Indonesia, the 

Philippines, and other emerging economies, micro-level studies indicate that the 

reduction of rural poverty in recent years has been mainly due to non-

agricultural income growth rather than agricultural income growth. 

 

However, the extent to which growth reduces poverty, whether in agriculture or 

non-agriculture, depends crucially on the degree of openness and integration of 

the economy across sectors and areas. Openness, or ease of commerce, typically 

varies substantially across areas—provinces, in the case of the Philippines—

owing partly to differences in quality of infrastructure and local institutions. 

Broadly, the response of poverty to growth in local areas depends largely on the 

initial state of infrastructure, income and asset inequality, agrarian and political 

conditions, and human capital endowments, to name the more significant ones. 

Put differently, growth translates into poverty reduction more where 

infrastructure is good, where there is less income or asset inequality, and where 

people are well-educated and skilled. Much of this is intuitive: better farm-to-
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market roads and other common facilities, for example, allow the poor to gain 

access to markets. Better infrastructure could increase the rates of return to 

investment of development efforts, which, in turn, could increase employment 

opportunities, directly and indirectly benefiting the poor.  

 

In contrast, greater initial inequality in the distribution of income (or assets) is 

likely to hamper the pro-poor effects of subsequent growth.  The relatively high 

response of poverty reduction to agricultural growth in China and Vietnam, for 

example, is in part due to relatively low inequality in land distribution.  

 

The quality of human capital among the population is also an important 

determining factor of pro-poor growth. Better initial human capital endowment 

enhances the ability of a country to take advantage of new interventions or 

opportunities that can facilitate rural growth and reduce poverty.  

 

Moreover, the critical role played by modern technologies like the high-yielding 

plant varieties during the Green Revolution period should not be overlooked.  

Such technologies led to rapid increases in farm incomes, part of which were 

invested in children’s education, which, in turn, allowed these children to 

benefit from the expansion of employment opportunities in the non-agricultural 

sector.  

 

Notably, farming in Asia typically involves small landholdings of less than two 

hectares. Farm size has kept getting smaller over time in view of continuing 

population pressure in rural areas. Yet, the importance of small farms, 

particularly in the region’s developing economies, cannot be overlooked. They 

comprise roughly 90 percent of total farms and about 80 percent of agricultural 

production. The majority of people living in poverty rely on these small farms 

for food and income. Hence, in these economies, getting policies and 
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institutions right to raise productivity is key to rural growth and poverty 

reduction.  

 

Nonetheless, smallholders are not a homogeneous group.  Some of them have 

the potentials to improve their production performance and transform their 

farms into commercial and profitable ventures. These smallholder farmers need 

a policy environment that would support and nurture this transformation and 

help them overcome the challenges they face. To further develop the initial 

conditions that would facilitate pro-poor growth, policy levers in three areas are 

necessary. 

 

First and foremost are the interventions that would improve farm productivity, 

especially in areas far from urbanizing centers but with high potential for 

agriculture. These productivity-enhancing interventions may include greater 

access to new technologies and farm management practices through research 

and extension; stronger links to input and output markets through investment in 

rural infrastructure and information; development of irrigation facilities; and 

access to credit and innovative insurance schemes.  

 

Second, in areas where non-agricultural growth has the potential to lead as 

driver for poverty reduction (because of, say, proximity to rapidly urbanizing 

areas or to market centers), policy interventions should focus on facilitating the 

integration of the agricultural economy with the rest of the national economy. A 

primary requirement of integration is the development of efficient transport and 

communication systems connecting agricultural and rural areas with urban or 

market centers. Another is the removal of policy and institutional barriers to 

efficient transformation of employment from low-productivity to high-

productivity areas or sectors of the economy. A prohibition, for example, 

against land transfer between farmers or the conversion of land from one use (or 

crop) to another use (or crop) forecloses potential efficiency gains and can even 
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be eventually inimical to poverty reduction. The key is affording small farmers 

and landless workers the choice to seize more rewarding employment 

opportunities, whether in agriculture or outside of agriculture. 

  

Third, another area of concern is the pressing need to get agriculture “climate-

smart” by enhancing its adaptive capacity and mitigation potential vis-à-vis 

climate change. Adaptation options to reduce vulnerability and improve 

adaptive capacity for smallholder agricultural systems include breeding for 

different environmental stresses, developing farm insurance schemes and early-

warning systems, as well as extending capacity for appropriate farm 

management practices (such as improved soil and water conservation practices 

and crop diversification), farmer-livelihood diversification, and maintenance of 

ecosystem services. Mitigation options, on the other hand, include actions that 

prevent deforestation and degradation of high-carbon ecosystems, such as when 

new production areas are opened up.  

 

The role of agricultural development in reducing poverty and inequity may be 

less clear today--the age of internet--than it was in recent decades, especially 

during the Green Revolution period. Nonetheless, there remain areas for policy 

measures that can strengthen smallholders’ agricultural performance for them to 

continue their role as backbone of rural economies and key vehicle for more 

rapid poverty reduction.  The increasing complexity and diversity of the 

environment in which smallholders find themselves in would not warrant a 

single policy, but rather a mix of policies and measures that consider the 

aforementioned factors. The policy interventions have to holistically address the 

needs of the poor and smallholders, expanding their opportunities to take part in 

the growth process. The key point is that these interventions facilitate efficient 

integration of agriculture in the national economy and global supply chains, 

thereby allowing poverty-reducing transformation of employment from low-

productivity to high-productivity areas, even within agriculture. 
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Let me interject at this point that one of the tools that governments can employ 

to achieve efficiency-enhancing economic transformation, thereby improving 

economic welfare, is competition policy. By competition policy, we mean “the 

set of policies and laws which ensure that competition in the marketplace is not 

restricted in such a way as to reduce economic welfare.” Together with sound 

trade and investment policies, competition policy allows for fairer market 

outcomes, more innovation, and more inclusive growth. 

 

The theme for this year’s forum, “Enabling Investment for Agricultural 

Competitiveness and Sustainable Rural Development through Regional 

Cooperation,” could not be more timely and relevant. Addressing the 

development challenges facing smallholders and the rural economy requires 

concerted efforts among various stakeholders, including regional organizations 

such as the APAP Forum. The Forum has, over the years, served an important 

platform for discussion of key agrarian policy issues and as catalyst for the 

formulation of enduring solutions to development problems in rural economies 

of Asia. Rural societies will be much better off if we, development advocates 

and stakeholders, act in mutually reinforcing partnership rather than operating in 

silos.  

 

Again, I would like to thank the APAP Forum for inviting me to deliver the 

keynote address for this year’s forum. It is a privilege to reconnect with old 

friends and colleagues with whom I share similar advocacies and to gain new 

knowledge in helping improve the agriculture and rural development sector. I 

look forward to a fruitful and dynamic discussion. 

 

Thank you and have a good day ahead. 
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