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Leaving no one behind - Investing in rural people 

 
As the Member States of the United Nations embark on their collective journey to implement the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development, they have pledged that “no one will be left behind”. This implies 

that developing countries will need to pay particular attention to agricultural and rural development as 

smallholder farmers and rural people are often the one group that is left behind, even in conditions of rapid 

economic growth. 

 

This problem has been brought home by IFAD’s recently published 2016 Rural Development Report. While 

documenting the extent and trends of rural poverty in the different developing regions of the world, the 

report finds that “Rural development is one of the most reliable and potent forces for poverty reduction and 

broad-based social and economic development.” Yet the report warns that inclusive rural development and 

transformation will not simply happen, it must be made to happen. 

 

According to the World Bank, over three quarters of the world’s population who live in extreme poverty 

are found in rural areas and depend heavily on agriculture. Globally, the incomes of 2.5 billion people still 

depend directly on smallholder agriculture; it, in turn produces, 80 per cent of the food consumed in Asia 

and sub-Saharan Africa. It is evident that rural and agricultural development must be given high priority if 

we wish to eradicate poverty, end hunger and malnutrition, and achieve food security. 

 

For 40 years, IFAD has demonstrated that investments in rural people do not only improve food security, 

but can have significant impact on rural livelihoods and communities. An example is provided by IFAD’s 

investments in Senegal. Over a six-year period, IFAD supported projects helped strengthen farmers’ 

organizations, provided agricultural financing, and promoted contract farming, with a particular focus on 

rural women. It is estimated that over the six-year period, these investments benefited over 38,000 

households, resulting in, inter alia, higher crop yields, and a decline of the lean season from 6 to 1 month. 

Overall, household incomes have increased significantly, thus improving the living standards of poor rural 

women and men. Many such examples in other countries demonstrate that investments in smallholder 

farmers can indeed have a long-lasting impact and help rural households escape poverty. 

 

The SDGs and investments in rural development 

 

Achieving the SDGs clearly implies that we cannot continue with business as usual. Economic growth 

alone, while critical for structural transformation, will not suffice to eliminate hunger and poverty. 

Furthermore, it is becoming clear that the recent global economic downturn has put the economic 

development of developing countries at risk, particularly those in Africa. A recent study by the International 
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Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), supported by IFAD, shows that the slowdown will be particularly 

felt in the rural areas of countries in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, the two regions with the highest 

levels of rural poverty. 

 

The world population - currently estimated at 7.3 billion people - is projected to reach 8.5 billion by 2030. 

In Africa today, 60 per cent of the population is younger than 25. Many of the young people continue to 

abandon agriculture and move to cities in search of better opportunities. Yet the fast growing urban centres 

are unable to offer decent job opportunities for most of them. This is yet another reason for promoting 

higher investments in rural areas in order to make agriculture and related rural industries economically 

attractive for young people. It is also for this same reason that IFAD’s programme of work is increasingly 

focusing on creating opportunities for young people. 

 

IFAD and the SDGs 

 

IFAD’s unique mandate is investing in rural people. It believes that rural women and men must be put at 

the forefront of our concerted efforts in lifting millions of people out of poverty and hunger. We need to 

provide support to smallholder farmers so that their farms are sustainable – economically, environmentally, 

and socially. 

 

IFAD sees Agenda 2030, the Addis Ababa Action Agenda (AAAA), and the new Framework Agreement 

on Climate Change as providing important foundations for implementing the Global Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). These agreements now provide the basis for the post-2015 goals and targets 

that the organization has set for itself. Indeed, the vision of inclusive and sustainable rural transformation 

underpins its new 2016-2025 Strategic Framework. IFAD is also scaling up its operations to contribute to 

turning the vision of Agenda 2030 into reality. In addition, it is committed to mainstreaming climate change 

and mitigation actions in its entire portfolio by 2018. 

 

New partnerships for the SDGs 

 

IFAD is aware that broad partnerships at all levels – and in particular public/private partnerships -- are 

critical for the realization of Agenda 2030. Accordingly, it works closely with partners, notably 

International Financial Institutions (IFIs), to develop new approaches to leveraging and channelling private 

investments to the rural sector and to support rural people. Creative approaches to resource mobilization 

are clearly necessary, so are enabling environments that allow scaling up of investment in smallholder 

agriculture and small and medium enterprises. IFAD will therefore continue to work closely with 

governments to support their efforts at creating such enabling environments. 

 

Achieving the ambitious goals of Agenda 2030 will also require stronger and more inclusive partnerships 

between agricultural producers and the public and private sectors. These partnerships are needed to build 

equitable relationships between organized small-scale producers and private companies that support 

inclusive and sustainable food systems. Clearly, the private sector is critical for opening market access, 

allowing for the participation of smallholders in agricultural and related value chains. 

 

In conclusion, “leaving no one behind” clearly demands a stronger focus on rural areas and rural women 

and men. Empowering them to create their own prosperity is an urgent global priority. Local, national, 

regional and global partnerships need to be created to implement Agenda 2030 and the SDGs. IFAD will 

continue to play a central role in all such efforts. 


