1. 

INTRODUCTION

Sri Lanka has made substantial gains in reducing poverty since Independence.  These gains are reflected in the impressive human development indicators, which distinguish Sri Lanka from other low-income countries. Sri Lanka’s accomplish​ments are largely attributable to the country’s unstinting dedication to social and economic development and enlightened policies on universal primary education and basic health services.

Despite a legacy of impressive achievement, poverty levels in Sri Lanka remain high in respect of certain indicators. Progress in poverty reduction in the early 1990s has been slow despite considerable public support provided to many anti-poverty programs.  Large regional variations in poverty remain.  And those have largely captured evidence that the recent benefits from growth in Colombo and the Western Province are cause for concern.  

Poverty in Sri Lanka is complex and multi-dimensional. By its very nature, an integrated, well-coordinated approach is needed if poverty is to be reduced, especially since many different stakeholders are actively involved in the quest for durable solutions to poverty in Sri Lanka. Poverty reduction efforts must be based on a sound technical understanding of the causes and consequences of poverty, together with wide-ranging stakeholder consultations on the range of options available for poverty reduction in the future. 

The great importance that Government and its development partners attach to poverty reduction, the sense that past strategies had not delivered desired results and the need to search for new and more inclusive efforts to reduce poverty motivated the Government to prepare a Poverty Reduction Framework.  From the start, it was recognized that this was an intellectually demanding task. A consultative process was mounted, to obtain the full participation and insight of civil society, the private sector, the donor community and the Government agencies involved in the poverty reduction effort
.   

An open, consultative process has governed the preparation of the Framework.  The objective of the exercise is to craft a set of policies, strategies and programmes for sustained poverty reduction. This is based on a review of past and present poverty-related policies and programmes, a poverty assessment, an analysis of the evolving institutional framework for delivering poverty-related programmes, and the formulation of pro-poor poverty reduction strategies, policies and programmes.  

To respond to the analytical and participation challenge, in 1998 the Government mounted a highly consultative process to lead the preparation of the Framework.  Inputs were solicited from Government, technical experts, the donor community, non-governmental and community organizations and other leaders of public opinion.  A steering committee, consultative committee and technical committee were charged to prepare technical reports and engage sub-sector experts and other stakeholders in a wide ranging, consultative search for solutions to Sri Lanka’s poverty problem
.  

The process to develop the Framework and prepare related documentation was completed by a team of local and international technical specialists in full collaboration with stakeholders. During the two years in which the Framework was prepared, senior Government officials, members of the academic community, technical experts, donor representatives and representatives of local and international NGOs met regularly to exchange information and formulate suggestions for the Framework.  Workshops were held in May 1998, February 1999, October 1999 and May 2000 in which the results of technical assessments were presented and discussions held on anti-poverty strategies, policies and programs.   Four versions of the Poverty Reduction Framework were produced and each was extensively discussed, debated and commented-upon by all the stakeholders involved in the process.  Extensive written comments and guidance provided by leaders in Government, the NGO community, the main external donors and the private sector are reflected in the Framework that the Government has adopted. 

This Framework document builds on lessons learned from four decades of anti-poverty efforts in Sri Lanka and from international experience in combating poverty (see Box 1.1). The Framework proceeds by reasoned argument, relying heavily on cumulative domestic and international experience and knowledge. Some empirical support is provided from case studies, program reviews and field surveys, although further data collection and analysis would certainly be of use
. 

Despite inevitable gaps in knowledge, strategic choices must be made. The aim of this Framework is to choose the policy and strategy that can guide future poverty reduction efforts.  The Poverty Reduction Framework is not intended to be a com prehensive guide to action on all fronts or a detailed set of sectoral and sub-sectoral development plans or strategies
.  Instead, the aim is to define the main pathways and strategies for a broad-based poverty reduction effort. Sectoral, sub-sectoral, program and project planning efforts, by Government, its development partners, the private sector and civil society, will be needed to complement the Framework and guide implementation of the measures that have been recom​mended.

The Framework is divided into six chapters. Chapter two draws on available data to provide a profile of the poor and discusses the varied causes and characteristics of poverty. Chapters three, four and five present a strategy for poverty reduction based on enhancing opportunities for the poor, improving the social protection system and fostering empowerment and governance. Chapter six concludes with a discussion of the main measures required to translate the policies and strategies outlined in this Framework into near and medium-term actions.

Box 1.1: Drawing Lessons from Global Experience in Poverty Reduction

This Framework builds on the cutting edge of lessons learned in combating poverty in Sri Lanka and other parts of the developing world.

The UNDP Poverty Report 2000, Overcoming Human Poverty argues that “A new global strategy against poverty needs to be mounted-with more resources, a sharper focus and a stronger commitment…Anti-poverty plans need to be comprehensive. A new generation of poverty programmes is needed that focus on making growth more pro-poor, targets inequality and emphasize empowering the poor.  Responsive and accountable governance institutions are often the missing link between anti-poverty efforts and poverty reduction. The foundation of poverty reduction is self-organisation of the poor at the community level. Effective targeting follows from empowerment, not the other way around.

The Asian Development Bank’s Reducing Poverty: Major Findings and Implications reports on consultations with member economies in Asia. They find that efforts to foster growth and reduce poverty are mutually re-enforcing. Better economic management is seen as the means to underpin sustained growth and poverty reduction. Targeted poverty reduction programs have yielded disappointing results. Human capital investments, and most notably education for women, have contributed to long-term improvements in human development. Weak governance and corruption appears to be a cause, rather than a consequence of poverty and under-development. Empowering the poor, rather than promoting public dependency is needed. In a volatile environment, a comprehensive social protection strategy is needed as part of a nation’s poverty reduction strategy. Much more genuine, coordinated commitment is needed from donor agencies to tackle the new poverty-reduction agenda. And while there is a strong concern to monitor poverty, capacity and commitment is uneven.

The 2000/2001 World Development Report, Attacking Poverty, shows that poverty can be defined in terms of income/consumption, basic needs, human development or social exclusion. Low growth and inequity are related to impoverishment, with poverty arising from a complex interaction of assets, returns to assets and volatility of asset returns. Globalization poses both manifold opportunities and challenges to poverty reduction.  Better governance and community participation are essential to reducing poverty, as are efforts to overcome discrimination and social fragmentation. Sound social protection systems can help the poor effectively manage risks, complementing pro-poor growth and equity initiatives.

� The United Nations Development Programme provided financial and technical assistance for this effort. Assistance was also provided by the World Bank.


� The technical committee included experts in the fields of agriculture, education, health, industry, rural development, public welfare, transport and sociology. Twelve technical reports were prepared on various facets of poverty as inputs into the Framework.  These reports are listed in Annex 1 to this document. 


� The ethnic conflict inhibits our ability to gain a full picture of the poverty situation in Sri Lanka today. The statistical reports from the North and the East are incomplete and out of date. Despite the conflict, attempts are being made to collect information in those parts of the country as well.


� Comprehensive blueprints for poverty reduction would be counter-productive because such treatises would stifle creativity and impede positive learning processes.  
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