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Background
The last meeting of the Sub-Committee on Alleviating Poverty in Asia was held on 27-28 July 2009 in Siem Reap, Cambodia and considered the report of the Secretary-General and adopted its Report including the resolution to be submitted to the Executive Council and the Plenary for final adoption. The Fourth APA Plenary met on 8-10 December 2009 in Bandung, Indonesia and approved the resolution on Alleviating Poverty in Asia. (APA/Res/2009/11) 

The resolution decided to include in the agenda of the Sub-Committee meeting in 2010 technical aspects of poverty alleviation including active participation of the private sector in private alleviation schemes in rural areas and Poverty Alleviation Fund in Asia (PAFA). It decided further to establish contact with parliamentarians from other parliamentary forums and continents to exchange views and share experiences in poverty alleviation schemes particularly in the area of social security. 
In line with the fourth operative paragraph of the Fourth Plenary Session resolution, the Secretary-General communicated with the heads of European Parliament, Pan-African Parliament, Latin American Parliament, Parliamentary Union of the OIC Members States and Arab Inter-parliamentary Union seeking their views as to how the two sides can benefit from each other's experiences in poverty alleviation programs.
The Parliament of Turkey graciously offered to host the Sub-Committee meeting on Alleviating Poverty in Asia on 25-26 June 2010. In accordance with the ninth operative paragraph of the said resolution, the Secretary-General communicated and consulted with Member Parliaments seeking their views on the implementation of the above-mentioned resolution.
The present Report is submitted to the Sub-Committee for its consideration.
Introduction

The problem of poverty continues to linger in Asia. Prior to the recent economic crisis, according to the Asia-Pacific Regional Report 2009/10, this region as a whole had achieved remarkable gains in the areas of education, health, and environment and in halving the proportion of people without access to safe drinking water and in halving the proportion of people living below the $1.25-a day poverty line.  
However, the recent economic crisis has caused many hardships for the poor, pushing millions of people into poverty. As Dr. Noeleen Heyzer, the Executive Secretary of ESCAP has stated, "Despite progress towards the MDGs, large scale deprivations exist in the region: some 1.3 billion rural residents do not have access to basic sanitation, some 98 million children younger than 5 years of age are malnourished and some 978 million people live below $1.25 a day." 
The Secretary-General considers his last year's Report on Alleviating Poverty in Asia (SG/Rep/2009/08/Rev.1) still relevant which can be further studied particularly on the role of parliaments in the development, implementation, and evaluation and monitoring of National Poverty Alleviation Strategic Plan (NPASP). Therefore, the present report mainly focuses on Millennium Development Goals, poverty alleviation in rural areas and the Poverty Alleviation Fund in Asia, as required by the Fourth Plenary Session resolution. 

UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
The first goal identified by the MDGs is to cut in half the proportion of people living on less than $1 a day by 2015. This target is within reach in Asia although the recent economic crisis has complicated the problem requiring Asian countries to work together and, in tandem with regional and international organizations, redouble their efforts utilizing the potentials of their parliaments in achieving the MDGs. The United Nations will convene a Summit in September of this year to review progress on MDGs. It is of high importance that Asian parliamentarians participate in this important meeting as part of their national delegations.
Financial Crisis and the Poverty Alleviation  
Reduction of poverty hinges, to a great degree, on the economic growth. The recent global financial crisis has had a negative effect on the economic growth of countries meaning that fewer people can flee poverty. Microfinance has provided help to many poor across the globe to work and empower themselves thus augmenting their incomes. When the government's incomes are limited, flow of microfinance is reduced and many poor, particularly women who are the main recipient of microfinance, would be affected. The cutting of expenditure by governments has serious repercussion for the MDGs.
In order to address the problem, some Asian countries may strengthen their social protection programs such as social insurance, social assistance and social services. However, for many rich and poor countries, fiscal stimulus packages are employed. It is extremely important that the stimulus packages are 'pro-MDG', as the Asia-Pacific Report 2009/10 calls for it. Therefore, if the packages contain solid elements of social expenditure, besides economic growth, progress towards MDGs will be achieved. Another method to deal with the crisis is through reforming the tax system and improving the effectiveness of the tax collection.
Areas for Cooperation
In order to offset the effects of global financial crisis, the Asian countries may adopt the following measures:

1. They can diversify their export markets in order not to rely solely on certain countries in the developed world for their export. They may increase regional trade particularly with the neighboring countries. In order to facilitate that, trade and custom regulations have to be made simpler and transport links between the neighbors need to be developed and improved. One good example of regional cooperation in the area of trade is related to establishment of food banks. The SAARC food bank, established in 2007, is a food security reserve for the SAARC member countries in which grain stocks are maintained in each country but accessible to other members.

2. They can relax the regulations with regard to flows of foreign direct investment (FDI). Investments in neighboring countries, particularly in financial markets, will facilitate regional cooperation.

3. They can cooperate with regional countries on monetary policy and currency markets which will in turn promote regional cooperation.

4. They can promote South-South cooperation on Official Development Assistance (ODA). In the event that the financial crisis might force major donor countries to cut back on the foreign aid, South-South cooperation from other developing countries in the region can provide aid to needy countries. According to the U.N., nowadays, some Asian countries notably China, India and Thailand are providing aid to a number of countries in Asia.    
Role of Parliaments
Asian parliaments can do their share in cooperating with their governments in achieving MDGs. The parliaments may help their governments to come up with sound social protection programs to assist the poor. Furthermore, they may encourage their governments to formulate 'pro-MDG' stimulus packages. They may also adopt legislations to reform the tax system and improve the collection of taxes. Parliaments may also promote regional cooperation on poverty alleviation schemes. They may adopt legislations to simplify trade, custom and FDI regulations with regional countries. They may also cooperate with other parliaments in the region to facilitate South-South cooperation including in the area of foreign aid.
Poverty Alleviation in Rural Areas 
Alleviation of poverty in rural areas is a challenging task for all developing countries. According to the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), some three quarters of the poor live in rural areas and the majority of the poor will continue to live in rural areas well into the 21st century. 

The people in rural areas are engaged mainly in agricultural activities. Therefore, in order to help these people to overcome the poverty, every effort should be made to promote domestic investment and foreign assistance in the deprived rural areas and on agriculture. In this regard, the following measures may be adopted by the Asian countries:

1. They should encourage major donors and financial institutions not to reduce the proportion of ODA going to agriculture, otherwise efforts to reduce poverty and hunger is enormously damaged.
2. While economic growth definitely contributes to reduction of poverty, it cannot eradicate poverty alone. Economic growth may hardly reduce food insecurity and poverty for smallholder farmers in deprived areas. Therefore, Asian countries should do their best to accelerate growth and at the same time empower the poor, including poor women, to have better access to economic services, primary health and education and to help them participate actively in local governance. In other words, as Mr. Fawzi Al-Sultan, the former President of IFAD puts it, growth needs to be 'pro-poor'. 
3. They should make sure that land and water rights are granted to rural poor, that the poor in rural areas are provided with modern technologies and the necessary skills to use them, that the rural poor have access to market information and better roads to reduce the transportation cost, and that the rural poor are enabled to play a better role in the official and non-official local institutions relevant to the poor such as village banks and agricultural development banks.  
4. They should build partnerships with and offer the private sector appropriate incentives to make it more profitable for the business community to invest in areas related to the needs of the poor. In this regard, policies may be formulated to provide the private sector with better exchange rates, tax relief and subsidies. 
Role of Parliaments
Asian Parliaments can also affect the plight of the poor by adopting the necessary measures, within their competence, to alleviate poverty in rural areas. They may consult the parliaments of major donor countries to encourage them not to reduce the proportion of ODA going to agriculture. They may also work with their governments to facilitate adoption of 'pro-poor' economic growth policy. Parliaments may adopt necessary legislations to ensure that land and water rights and modern technologies are granted to the poor in rural areas, that they have access to market information and better roads, and that they are enabled to play a better role in the local institutions relevant to the poor. They may also adopt legislations to offer the private sector appropriate incentives, such as better exchange rates, tax relief and subsidies, to invest in areas related to the needs of the poor.
Poverty Alleviation Fund in Asia (PAFA)

Since its inception, APA has always attached high importance to the plight of poor and the measures needed to be taken to alleviate poverty in Asia. Undoubtedly, a fund specifically designed to support poverty reduction activities in Asia can mitigate the sufferings of the poor in this continent. There are two ways that APA can approach this issue and direct its capacity and energy to materialize the objectives specified in the APA Plan of Action for Alleviating Poverty in Asia. 
First, it may support the existing Asian Development Fund (ADF) which offers concessional financing for equitable and sustainable development for the Asia-Pacific region. Funded by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) member countries, ADF provides grants and loans at very low interest rates to assist ADB's developing member countries to reduce poverty. Japan has established Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction (JFPR) to support ADB's fight against poverty. Therefore, ADB's developing member countries can benefit from JFPR's contributions to ADB. APA may call upon the governments of its Member Parliaments to establish national funds in support of ADB's activities to reduce poverty in Asia.      

Second, it may establish an exclusive fund for the reduction of poverty in Asia such as the Poverty Alleviation Fund in Asia (PAFA). However, in order to come up with a right decision on the establishment of PAFA, a comprehensive study needs to be done on different aspects of the fund including its practicality and feasibility as well as its purpose, objective and activities, as the Fourth Plenary Session Resolution called for. 
PAFA may be established by the governments. The most important aspect of its work is how it is funded. PAFA resources should come from governments of Member Parliaments as well as from outside sources such as other countries and NGOs. PAFA cannot rely only on contributions from outside APA. Furthermore, initial contributions to the Fund by governments of Member Parliaments should be sufficient enough so that it can smoothly start its operation. Therefore, Member Parliaments need to present convincing arguments to their respective governments to establish the new fund for alleviating poverty in Asia, rather than supporting the existing Asian Development Fund and pledge contributions to it. Once these pledges are secured, lending terms, borrowers' eligibility, allocation of PAFA resources, PAFA utilization and assessment of PAFA performance need to be thoroughly studied before the Fund is officially established. 

Recommendations

Bearing in mind the above-mentioned points on the role of parliaments in poverty alleviation plans, the Secretary General presents the following points for consideration of the Sub-Committee: 

1. Urge Member Parliaments to encourage their governments to formulate sound social protection programs to assist the poor, to formulate 'pro-MDG' stimulus packages and to facilitate adoption of 'pro-poor' economic growth policy.
2. Invite Member Parliaments to adopt necessary legislations on poverty alleviation to a) reform the tax system and improve the collection of taxes, b) ensure that land and water rights and modern technologies are granted to the poor in rural areas, that they have access to market information and better roads, and that they are enabled to play a better role in the local institutions relevant to the poor, c) simplify trade, custom and FDI regulations with regional countries and d) offer the private sector appropriate incentives, such as better exchange rates, tax relief and subsidies, to invest in areas related to the needs of the poor.
3. Promote regional cooperation on poverty alleviation schemes.

4. Call on Member Parliaments to cooperate with other parliaments in the region to facilitate South-South cooperation including in the area of foreign aid.

5. Urge Member Parliaments to consult the parliaments of major donor     countries to encourage them to reduce the proportion of ODA going to agriculture.
6. Decide whether to support the existing Asian Development Fund (ADF) including through establishing national funds in support of ADB's activities to reduce poverty in Asia or to establish an exclusive fund for the reduction of poverty in Asia such as the Poverty Alleviation Fund in Asia (PAFA).
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