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Introduction 

For most of the existence of humankind, humans were hunter-gatherers. People lived a nomadic 

lifestyle as they moved to new locations as the seasons changed. However, once the glaciers retreated 

and environmental conditions began to change, people realized that they did not necessarily need to 

relocate as often. Thus, after a few thousands of years, humankind truly began to settle and exploit the 

crops around them for resources.  

Soon after, with the emergence of early civilizations, agriculture, the cultivation and exploitation of 

animals, plants, and other forms of organic life for human use (food, fiber, medicines, and fuel) began to 

expand in its impact. Civilizations such as the Sumerian civilization understood the importance of 

agriculture and began to invest in it. In this period of time, irrigation was invented and the first cities were 

developed with the help of agricultural technology. Then, more complex societies began to develop 

meaning that agriculture drives civilization.  

Around the 11th century, the Church became major a landholder and trader, leader, educator and 

held both temporal and spiritual powers. This system, instigated through feudalism, hoped to improve 

yields with the exponentially increasing world population. Consequently, cross-breeding and three field 

crop rotation system became huge practices to maximize cultivation.  

Modern farming began around the 18th century when the three-field crop rotation system was 

replaced by the four-field system and land management was regulated by sweeping enclosure acts. With 

the birth of the Industrial Revolution, people had more crops to take care of and benefit from. Even 

during the years of the World Wars, military powers began to develop intensive farming. 

Throughout the existence of the agricultural sector, agriculture has been used for a variety of 

reasons (as a means of producing crops, storing value and wealth, indicating status, or creating political 

or social influence) by a variety of proclaimers (governments, interested groups, religious groups, etc.). 

Even now, the agricultural sector continues to play a huge role in world economics and politics, 

especially in Less Economically Developed Countries (LEDCs), where agriculture accounts for 39.4% of 

the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and 43% of all exports consist of agricultural goods.  

It is evident that agriculture, since its existence, has continued to change and reform, and has 

also played a huge role in the lives of many people. Thus, while discussing the means of eradicating 

poverty, agriculture must be taken into consideration for a better world economy. 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Agriculture 

Agriculture is the art and science of cultivating the soil, growing crops, and raising livestock. It 

includes the preparation of plant and animal products for people to use and their distribution to markets.  

Rural Advancement  

Rural advancement is the overall development of rural areas with an objective of improving rural 

people’s quality of life. It is affected by a variety of physical, technological, economic, socio-cultural, and 

institutional factors.  

Millennium Development Goals 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are eight goals with measurable targets and clear 

deadlines for improving the lives of the world’s poorest people. 

Estimated Growth Multiplier 

The estimated amount of growth of a country or region’s GDP. 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

GDP is the monetary value of all the finished goods and services produced within a country’s 

borders over a specific time period. 

Non-tradable goods  

Goods and services produced and consumed domestically that are not close substitutes to 

imported or exported goods and services. 

Total Factor Productivity (TFP) 

TFP is the portion of output not explained by the amount of inputs used in production. As such, its 

level is determined by how efficiently and intensely the inputs are utilized in production.  

Three-Field Crop Rotation System 

The three-field crop rotation system refers to the idea that one could simply increase yields by 

annually switching land use to not exhaust the soil (one year a land would be used for livestock, the 

second year it would be used for crops, and the third year it would be kept for fallow).  

Intensive Agriculture  

Intensive agriculture is the system of cultivation using large amounts of labor and capital relative 

to land area.  

 

Background Information  

Agriculture in the 21st Century  

Roughly three out of every four people in developing countries, about 883 million people, live in 

rural areas. The livelihood of most of these people is directly or indirectly dependent on agriculture. That 

is why it is thought that a more dynamic and inclusive agriculture has the potential of reducing rural 

poverty, which helps meet the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) on poverty (SDG1) and hunger 

(SDG2).  
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The precursor to the acceleration of industrial growth was agricultural growth, as the industrial 

revolution began with agricultural revolutions. Agriculture has also provided striking business 

opportunities both in domestic and international markets. For example, dairy farming in Kenya for 

domestic markets and coffee in Rwanda. 

With all of these successes, there has also been many failures in getting agriculture to start 

developing. For example, compared to the green revolution in South Asia, the agricultural performance 

of Sub-Saharan Africa is still unsatisfactory. Within 15 years, South Asia managed to increase crop 

yields by 50%, and thus had reduced poverty by 30%. On the other hand, in those same 15 years, Sub-

Saharan Africa’s crop yields and poverty alleviation remained largely unchanged. Due to the low 

agricultural growth, rapid population growth, weak transcontinental exchange earnings, and high 

transaction costs linking international and national markets, food security remains one of Africa’s biggest 

challenges.  

Agriculture persists as a challenge in other parts of the world, as well. In regions where 

nonagricultural growth is observed, especially in Asia, the reallocation of labor out of agriculture results 

in increased poverty concentration in rural areas and rural-urban income disparities widening. Thus, 

many political tensions and insecurities arise. Furthermore, in regions such as Latin America, 

agriculture’s share in the economy has shrunk significantly. Therefore, countries were (and still are) 

challenged to connect poor rural households to agriculture’s new dynamic subsectors. And, of course, 

agriculture is always a frequent user and abuser of natural resources everywhere. 

With the more educated and rational use of water and land and the creation and management of 

environmental services, such as managing watersheds, agriculture can make economic growth more 

environmentally and economically stable.  

The Structural Transformation of Economic Policies  

The roles of agriculture, manufacturing, and services are constantly redefined due to the process 

of economic development and growth. This structural transformation is characterized by two empirical 

regularities: the shares of agriculture in GDP and in employment are large in low levels of development, 

but decline as countries continue to develop; and, the gap between the share of agriculture in GDP and 

the share of agriculture in the labor force is persistently large. Thus, it can be said that agriculture plays a 

crucial role in fostering growth and eradicating poverty. 

Agriculture is essential but as countries develop, its contribution to growth declines 

Many poor countries continue to exhibit high agricultural shares in GDP and employment. 

Agriculture is on average 20% of GDP and 43% of the labor force in countries, many of them in Asia, in 

the $400-1800 GDP per capita range. When looking at countries in the $1800-8100 GDP per capita 

range, many of them being in Latin America or Eastern Europe, these ratios decline to eight and 22%, 

respectively.  

Strong growth in agriculture is critical for fostering overall growth, as it can be deduced from the 

fact that poor economies have large agriculture shares. Agriculture’s share declines as GDP per capita 

rises; thus, its contribution to overall economic growth also declines. This happens mainly because 
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nonagricultural sectors are growing faster than the agricultural sector. Yet, agriculture remains the key to 

sustaining the environment and economic growth, in the long run.  

Agriculture’s power for poverty reduction  

It is no doubt that over the long period of time in which nonagricultural growth has accelerated, 

many of the rural poor have remained poor. This is mainly because poverty is concentrated in agriculture 

and rural areas as the gap between agriculture’s shares in GDP and employment has remained large 

and persistent. Numerous country poverty studies done by the World Bank confirm that poverty is more 

common among agricultural and rural households.  

Unfortunately, this illustrates the difficulty of redistributing income produced outside of agriculture 

and the profound disinterest in people’s professional transformation as economies restructure. Lack of 

information, cost, skill gaps, aging, and family/social ties often hamper migrating out of rural areas to 

urban areas. Consequently, many remain in rural areas hoping for a better life, which usually jeopardizes 

economic growth and creates social and political tensions. Thus, broad-based growth in the rural 

economy seems to be the most efficient method to eradicate all forms of poverty.   

The Structural Transformation of Economic Policies  

In light of the advancing position of agriculture in promoting growth and eradicating poverty, 

based on their share of growth originating in agriculture and their share of poverty, countries have been 

classified as agriculture-based, transforming, or urbanized. These different groups of countries show that 

there are currently three different clusters of economic structures, each with distinct challenges for 

making agricultural policies. 

There is no specific route for an agriculture-based county to become an urbanized and eventually 

high-income country. Yet, the three country types reflect the major differentiating aspects in the role of 

agriculture for growth and poverty reduction across the world and provide a framework to create better 

policies.  

Agriculture-based countries 

  In agriculture-based economies, as it can be understood from its name, agriculture contributes 

most significantly to the country’s (mostly Sub-Saharan African countries) growth (agriculture accounts 

for about the third of overall growth), and the poor are mainly concentrated in rural areas. Thus, the main 

challenge to overcome is. Helping agriculture.  Play its role as a mechanism of growth and poverty 

reduction.  

Transforming countries 

In transforming economies, agriculture does not play as huge as a role in the growth of the 

country (mainly Asian, North African and Middle Eastern countries), yet many of the poor remains 

overwhelmingly rural. These countries usually experience political tensions due to the rising urban-rural 

income gap and unfulfilled expectations. Thus, to reduce rural poverty and narrow the urban-rural 

division, growth in agriculture and the rural nonfarm economy is crucial. 
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Urbanized countries  

In urbanized economies, agriculture (it makes about 6% of the urbanized economies)does not 

contribute to growth as significantly as it does in agriculture-based, and even, in transforming 

economies. Poverty is also no longer primarily a rural occurrence. Agriculture is valued as much as any 

other tradable sector and is predominant in specific locations. In these countries (mainly Eastern 

European and Latin American countries), the remaining rural poverty can be reduced by agriculture: the 

rural poor can be chosen as direct producers and good jobs can be created for them. 

The political economy of agricultural policies  

A better understanding of the political economy of agricultural policy making is vital to discuss the 

policy neglect and under/mis-investment in the sector. Agricultural policy making can be described as the 

result of a political bargain between politicians and their citizens. These policies should take the state’s 

objectives, the economic situation of the state, and the form of the government into account.  

A New Role for Agriculture in Development  

Today, many agriculture-based countries continue to use the powers of agriculture for poverty 

alleviation and as an engine of growth. However, effective use mandates adjusting policies and agenda 

to each country/economy type. Countries must use agriculture to its full potential and challenges such as 

pursuing a smallholder-driven approach to agricultural growth, must be addressed sufficiently and with 

care.  

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

Ghana 

 ‘The Role of Agriculture in Poverty Reduction in Ghana,’ a research paper that describes the 

distribution of poverty in Ghana between 1991 and 1999, explains that poverty levels in Ghana have 

declined since 1991. This significant decline occurred mostly among export crop farmers and formal 

private sector workers. Using consumption expenditure estimates from the Ghana Living Standards 

Survey data, the paper shows that food crop farmers and the Savanna Zones (one of the two poorest 

groups in Ghana) have not improved their poverty levels as significantly as others.  

According to statics used in the aforementioned paper, poverty reduction in Ghana was limited by 

depth and throughout years, increased inequity. This meant that the estimated growth multiplier for the 

farm sector was less than that of the nonfarm sector. Surprisingly, though, the farm sector contributes 

more to the induced demand.  

It is also known that urban food prices are dampened as a result of agricultural productivity, and 

thus, help to sustain the incomes of the poor who struggle to afford food. It is thus said that the greatest 

impact on growth and poverty reduction in Ghana is by creating policies and strategies which enhance 

the incomes of the poor and simplify the production of non-tradable farm goods.  

India 

Since its independence, India had poverty alleviation as one of its pre-eminent goals. In an 

attempt to pursue this objective, the country tried to focus on creating sufficient livelihood opportunities 
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for marginalized groups of the population, providing public services and goods that usually have a direct 

effect on the quality of an individual’s life, strengthening institutions and delivery mechanisms which aim 

to empower the poor, and developing backward regions through empathetic policy measures and 

resource transfers. The country’s GDP has also favored by targeting a set-average growth in agriculture 

GDP.  

Although India has managed to alleviate poverty to an extent, there are still many concerns that 

the country must address in order to achieve its goal. India, unfortunately, continues to remain one of the 

countries with an unacceptably high magnitude of poverty—being home to one-fourth of the world’s poor. 

The visible improvement in the growth rates of India’s economy has not translated to a significant 

reduction in poverty. In fact, the country still does not adequately recognize or address the changes in 

the composition and distribution of the poor across the country and economic sectors, and thus, cannot 

implement the necessary policies to improve the country. It has also been argued that the full impact of 

the country’s policies on poverty alleviation might have been held back by the enriched public allocations 

to social sectors and rural development programs at the cost of public investment in agriculture.  

China 

China is one of the prime countries that aims to reduce poverty levels. It has joined five 

international agencies which launched global initiatives to eradicate poverty. Recently, it has organized 

the third annual China Poverty Reduction International Forum, with partners such as the United Nation’s 

World Food Program (WFP) and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), in an attempt to 

eradicate abject poverty within its borders by 2020, a decade ahead of the United Nations’ targets. 

Since its reform 40 years ago, China has managed to lift about 800 million people out of poverty 

through a combination of political will, targeted policies, and agricultural reform. About a half of the global 

reduction in poverty is composed of China’s efforts to solve this issue. China has managed to set an 

example by reducing poverty from 53 to eight percent in the span of two decades. 

Brazil 

Brazil, similar to China, is one of the largest countries that host the majority of the world’s poor 

population. Thus, it is crucial to look at Brazil’s approach to eradicating poverty and how it has improved 

over the years.  

Brazil’s Land-Based Poverty Alleviation Project is addressed at the major factors underlying 

poverty in rural areas. The project is preceded by two highly successful Bank-financed pilots and 

demonstrates the significant practicality of a community-based attitude to land reform. It aims to improve 

the productivity of the properties acquired by beneficiary groups who negotiate with sellers willing to sell 

their properties.  

Moreover, willing sellers help poor rural laborers and subsistence farmers select, negotiate, and 

obtain financing to purchase agricultural properties. Thus, the poor work more productively, learn how to 

build on their income, and most importantly, escape the poverty trap.  
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Bangladesh  

Bangladesh is a country known for its progress in human development. One of its main 

achievements is how it managed to reduce poverty by almost 20% in the span of ten years. The 

extensive irrigation, high-yielding crop varieties, more efficient markets, and mechanization in 

Bangladesh has created the majority of job opportunities for the Bangladeshi.  

Bangladesh’s advancement in eradicating poverty and development as a third world country must 

be congratulated. In future years, the country must obtain a balanced development strategy, diversify 

agriculture (with balanced attention to rice), improve the policy framework, rebalance public expenditure 

priorities, enable environment for robust rural non-farm growth and more efficient value chains, and 

continue investments in connectivity.  

Nigeria 

Like many African countries, the majority of Nigerians’ labor is highly concentrated in agriculture. 

The agriculture sector in Nigeria grew by about seven percent annually between 2005 and 2009, 

according to World Bank reports. The characteristics of the agricultural sector and rural households in 

Nigeria have many implications on how the country has been able to reduce poverty within its borders. 

According to the World Bank’s reports, Nigeria has managed to decrease the likelihood of being poor by 

two and a half to three percent simply by increasing agricultural productivity by ten percent.  

Even though agriculture in Nigeria varies across regions, many Nigerians involved in the 

agriculture sector reside in rural areas. Thus, Nigeria has managed to use agriculture as a means of 

eradicating poverty with programs such as the National Fadama Development Program. This program 

had three phases: the first two phases focused on selected states in the North and the third covered all 

36 states, aiming to increase the income of farmers and contribute to food security and poverty 

alleviation. The program managed to reduce the farmers’ dependence on unpredictable rainfall patterns, 

which thus allowed farming to be done more consistently.  

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) is a specialized agency of the United Nations (UN) 

that leads international efforts to defeat hunger. Its goal is to achieve food security for all and ensure that 

people have consistent access to enough high-quality food to lead healthy, stable, and active lives. It has 

about 195 member states and works in over 130 countries worldwide.  

The FAO is an important agency as it is one of the main organizations addressing the cruciality of 

agriculture as a means of eradicating poverty. In one of its reports, the FAO states that ‘the growth in 

agricultural productivity is the most promising avenue to achieve poverty alleviation.’ It believes that 

general total factor productivity (TFP) or labor productivity growth are less promising than the increase in 

the TFP in agriculture.  

It also argues that a majority of the world’s poor still live in rural areas, and thus deeply depend 

on agriculture for their livelihoods. Therefore, the FAO hypothesizes that an increase in agricultural 

productivity should raise agricultural incomes. However, this alone will not help eradicate poverty. 

Instead, it emphasizes on the importance of allocating the extra income to goods that are tradable 
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(rather than not), since non-tradable goods constrain the growth of a region’s economy by the growth 

demand in the local rural stagnant market.  

Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) 

The ECOSOC is one of the central platforms of the United Nations (UN) and aims to advance the 

three aspects of sustainable development – economic, social and environmental. It fosters discussion 

and pioneering thinking and is also responsible for the follow-up to major UN conferences and summits.  

As a part of its discussions on the eradication of poverty, the council published a report/book on 

‘Strengthening efforts to eradicate poverty and hunger, including through the global partnership for 

development.’ This report provides a combination of statements, issue papers, summaries of high-level 

roundtables, dialogues, and other discussions which were gathered at the 2007 High-level Segment of 

ECOSOC. This report talks about the fact that poverty is a phenomenal challenge that needs to be 

addressed, since the progress in alleviating poverty has not been equal across the world. The report also 

includes discussions about hunger, climate change and the role of agriculture in eradicating poverty. 

It is clear that the ECOSOC believes that agriculture needs to be given priority on the agenda of 

governments. The Council also states that providing subsidies to framers in the developing world will 

reduce the number of people living in poverty and leaving rural areas for city slums for better job 

opportunities. Overall, the Council values agriculture as a means of eradicating poverty and how, by 

doing so, GDPs and productivity of countries will increase.  

 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

9000-7000 BCE The Beginning of Agriculture – Southwestern Asia begins to cultivate 
wheat and barley and domesticate sheep and goats. 

December 10, 1948 
Adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) – the 
declaration states that ‘everyone has the right to a standard of living 
adequate for the health and well-being of himself and his family, including 
food.’ 

1987 
Sustainable Agriculture Program – the program aims to hire a sustainable 
agriculture specialist to find alternatives to high-input agricultural 
practices.  

July 10, 2003 

The Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Program (CAADP) – 
the program aims to catalyze information of Africa’s agricultural systems 
and encourage sustainable agriculture performance in member states for 
successful involvement to achieving economic growth and comprehensive 
development.  

January 19, 2005 
Regional Agricultural Policy for West Africa: ECOWAP – the policy is the 
result of the region’s agriculture assessments and aims to improve 
agriculture as a means of providing food security and alleviating poverty.  

June 5, 2012 
Declaration of Cochabamba on ‘Food Security with Sovereignty in the 
Americas’ – the declaration is a compromise which hopes to promote 
agriculture development in national, regional, and international 
development policies. 

October 15, 2014 
Approbation of the Principles for Responsible Investment in Agriculture 
and Food Systems – the principles aim to promote responsible and 
sufficient investment in agriculture and food systems to eradicate poverty. 

September 25, 2015 Adoption of the 2050 Agenda for Sustainable Development – food and 
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agriculture are at the heart of the 17 the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), including SDG1 (eradicate poverty) and SDG 2 (end hunger). 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

 Agriculture development and food security, March 17, 2009 (A/RES/63/235) 

 Role of microcredit and microfinance in the eradication of poverty, March 10, 2009 

(A/RES/63/229) 

 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 

 Adoption of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the 

Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication 

o This report adopted by the FAO aims to deliver corresponding assistance and support 

with respect to small-scale fisheries in accordance to the principles of the FAO’s code. It 

intends to support. The visibility, recognition and enhancement of economic policies to 

eradicate hunger and poverty.  

 A/RES/63/235 

o This resolution adopted by the UN General Assembly aims to discuss the role of 

agriculture in development and food security. Unfortunately, it does not have many 

operative clauses that specify the actions that must be taken in order to make the 

aforementioned goal happen.  

 A/RES/63/229 

o This resolution adopted by the UN General Assembly aims to discuss the role of 

microcredit and microfinance in the eradication of poverty. It slightly touches on the 

importance of agricultural productivity and rural development, yet, more focus on this 

aspect of the issue is needed.  

 CELAC Plan for food and nutrition security and the eradication of hunger 2025 

o This report adapted by the FAO aims to improve the cooperation among Latin American 

and Caribbean States to develop the region in terms of economics, politics, and social 

aspects. It hopes to eradicate poverty and hunger.  

 

Possible Solutions 

Economic growth is a requirement for the eradication of poverty and hunger, but it must be 

ensured that economic policies pay greater attention to social outcomes and encourage broad-based, 

poverty-oriented, and development-promoting economic growth.  

Programs should be aimed to encourage people to take advantage of economic opportunities, 

including through women’s empowerment, investments, and innovations with great attention to 

agriculture and rural advancement.  
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Other methods to eradicate poverty with the assistance of the agricultural sector include 

increasing technical and financial aid of agricultural research and developing the roads, electricity, etc. of 

a country to connect all rural areas to suburban areas where producers can sell their products and crops. 

Similarly, governments must support agricultural investments and must provide better agricultural 

infrastructure that will allow producers to have better yields and benefit more from their job. 

Interestingly, closing the gender gap in education and access to resources, mostly empowering 

women in rural areas, and diversifying employment also allows governments to benefit from the 

agricultural sector. The more the citizens are educated, the more creative they will be and thus improve 

the sector as a whole. 

Another important aspect to address is agricultural policy making. Unfortunately, most rural 

citizens are trapped as the victims of policies and thus are repressed to live the difficult life of a rural 

migrant. Thus, while making such policies, governments need to be more neutral to the sectors of 

economy. 

In countries where infrastructure and employment demand are inadequate, governments must 

create labor-intensive public work programs that will provide provision of employment for those who are 

under/un-employed. Countries will benefit from these programs in terms of health, nutrition, 

infrastructure, economics, environmental rehabilitation, etc.  

Although the aforementioned solution methods seem quite viable, countries still need to find 

other and even more detailed means that will allow them to eradicate poverty within their borders.  
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