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As leaders gather for the World Bank/IMF spring meetings, there are signs that the recent global financial 
crisis is beginning to ebb.  However, the food price crisis that pushed the number of hungry people to 
record high levels is still with us -- though it is no longer headline news, as it was during the price spikes 
of 2007 – 08.    
 
The decline in public attention mirrors the decline of food prices since mid-2008.  Despite this decline, 
food prices remain much higher and much more volatile than they were in the pre-crisis era.  As a result, 
the near-term prospects for recouping the ground lost in progress toward the first Millennium 
Development Goal are not promising.  
 
The medium-term prospects for enhancing food security and reducing rural poverty depends to a 
significant degree on three critical factors: 
 

 The extent to which developing countries, particularly in Africa, South Asia, and Central 
America, give priority to investment in smallholder farmers, capitalizing on their potential 
contribution to achieving food security;  
 

 The degree of external support – both official development assistance and trade opportunities – 
provided to smallholder famers;  

 
 The extent to which we recast our image of smallholder farmers and begin to see them as 

entrepreneurs with the potential to respond to market signals and contribute to national food 
needs, climate mitigation, and poverty reduction.   

 
The context within which smallholder farmers can be assisted to become profitable business 
entrepreneurs is one of enormous challenges and opportunities.  Smallholder famers and other rural 
producers today face the challenges they have always faced – gaining access to land and water, 
technology, services, and markets.  At the same time, they are feeling the effects of longer-term structural 
changes, such as urbanization, new patterns of demand, and expanding populations.   
 
Against this backdrop, they increasingly confront new risks and uncertainties:  the above-cited price 
volatility, climate variability, growing competition for land and water, and changing market demands.  
The risks that smallholder famers and poor rural producers face are accelerating and intensifying.  
 
The other side of this coin is the new opportunities that are taking shape for agricultural producers and 
rural entrepreneurs.  New communications technologies are bridging distances to remote areas, growing 
urbanization is creating new markets for agricultural products, and infrastructure improvements are 
beginning to link local, regional, and international markets.  
 
On the macro-scale, GDP growth generated by agriculture is at least twice as effective in reducing 
poverty as growth in other sectors.   In light of the fact that agricultural activities – including crop 
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production, fisheries, livestock, forestry, and pasture – are often the largest source of employment in low-
income countries, the potential payoff for investing in agricultural growth is enormous. 
 
Our approaches thus need to enable smallholder farmers to take advantage of new opportunities, manage 
risk and uncertainty, and avoid falling more deeply into poverty.  Ultimately, our efforts should assist 
them to create assets and wealth, meeting the growing global demand for food, and contribute to climate 
change mitigation.  
As we recast our image of smallholder farmers, we must simultaneously extend our time horizon and 
broaden our perspectives to recognize the needs and potential of young rural women and men.  Fully one-
half of the rural poor population today is under 18 years of age.  These are tomorrow’s adults – our future 
farmers, entrepreneurs, and workers.  If we neglect them now, as their parents were so often neglected, we 
will have the same capacity issues in the future that we have today.  We must ensure that they gain the 
skills and confidence they need to run profitable farms and businesses and become the community leaders 
of tomorrow.  
 
At IFAD, we have long recognized the enormous potential of smallholder farmers.  It has been our 
mission to invest in them and our privilege to learn from them.  Today, we are taking a close look at our 
own approaches to ensure that they reflect the new rural realities.  What we seek is to move from poverty 
management to poverty eradication.  Our goal is to move farmers out of subsistence and into the 
marketplace.  We are working to empower them to increase their incomes from a poverty level of US$1 a 
day to US$ 5 a day.   
 
To do this, increasingly, we are focusing on constructing and strengthening value chains.  This requires 
increasing productivity, improving market access, and providing support for non-farm rural enterprise and 
rural employment.  Support for infrastructure is crucial in this approach – including “first-mile” roads, 
electrification, post-harvest facilities, support to rural institutions – such as associations and cooperatives, 
and access to land and irrigation facilities.  
 
IFAD member states took significant action last year to increase investment in smallholder farmers by 
increasing their contributions to IFAD by 67 percent for the 2010 – 12 period.  At the same time, we are 
keenly aware that these resources are small relative to the scale of investments needed.  We are working 
to strengthen the catalytic effect of our investments through partnerships at all levels and increasingly 
with the private sector.   Related to this, we are strengthening our ability effectively and sustainably to 
scale up agricultural and rural development interventions – as a critical contribution to achieving MDG 1.  
 
The 2007 – 08 food price crisis was a wake up call.  In its aftermath, world leaders have made new 
commitments, agreed on guiding principles, established new or renewed mechanisms for resource 
mobilization and global governance on food security, and are developing new approaches and strategies 
to translate their commitments into effective action and results on the ground.  We are witnessing a strong 
determination on the part of those who joined in the l’Aquila Food Security Initiative to advance their 
efforts and translate words into actions that help to build a more food secure world.  The most recent 
evidence of this – last week’s launch of the Global Agriculture and Food Security Program is an 
encouraging sign, especially as it helps to bring the issue of food security to the attention of finance 
ministers.  IFAD looks forward to contributing to the early success of this initiative.  
 
Much work remains to be done to formulate and implement approaches that assist smallholder farmers 
become profitable entrepreneurs that help drive economic growth, poverty reduction, food security, and 
climate change mitigation.  For its part, IFAD is committed to work with its development partners, poor 
countries and communities to ensure a better future for smallholder farmers and other poor rural 
producers.   
 


