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The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are forward-looking,

quantifiable targets against which to measure progress in the fight

against poverty. The MDGs set 8 goals, 18 targets and 48 perform-

ance indicators on poverty reduction, including income and other

measures of well-being, with 2015 set as the target year for achieving

them. Endorsed by 189 nations in 2000, the MDGs represent interna-

tional consensus on, and commitment to, the priorities for achieving

sustainable development.

The Millennium Development Goals 

1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

2. Achieve universal primary education

3. Promote gender equality and empower women

4. Reduce child mortality

5. Improve maternal health

6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

7. Ensure environmental sustainability

8. Develop a Global Partnership for Development

For details, visit www.un.org.

 



Science for Poor People: Agricultural Research 

Agricultural growth is critical to achieving the MDGs. As the vast majority of
potential beneficiaries of the MDGs depend on agriculture for a living, higher
agricultural productivity is a precondition for achieving the goal of eradicating
extreme poverty and hunger.

To a large extent, poverty is the result of unproductive agriculture, as the 
poorest countries in the world are also those in which agriculture employs the
most people. Over 60 percent of people living on less than one dollar a day live
in rural areas. Small farmers and herders continue to dominate the rural sector in
most developing countries. Ninety percent of agricultural producers in Africa 
are smallholders, and 40 percent of Indian farms measure 2 hectares or less.
Smallholders’ chances of rising out of poverty depend directly on their ability 
to increase the productivity of their crop and livestock husbandry activities.

Agricultural growth depends on a combination of factors including farm 
productivity, access to markets, appropriate infrastructure, supportive policies,
the application of agricultural research, and the availability of new technologies. 

Agricultural research offers small farmers improvements in crop varieties, 
farming practices, natural resource management and animal husbandry. When
combined with sound policies, these advances create wealth for farmers and,
when applied in combination with other key factors, spur growth across the 
agricultural sector.

Short-term solutions will form the core response to the MDGs. But the world will
not stop turning in 2015. The international community must take a longer-term
perspective. What challenges and opportunities are on the horizon? How should
we respond to them? 

By 2050, world population will be 9 billion, up from 6 billion today. Food
demand will double, as rising incomes support aspirations for more varied and
nutritious diets, leading to higher consumption of meat and poultry. Water use
will increase by 50 percent and more. Due to rapid urbanization, more than half
of the human family will live in cities, purchasing rather than growing their food.
Pressures on the biological and biophysical foundations of agriculture — biodi-
versity, forests, soil, land and water — will intensify. Climatic shifts are predicted
to have adverse consequences for poor farmers. Poor people in developing
countries will be the most vulnerable, unless corrective actions are taken.

For over 30 years, the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research
(CGIAR) has promoted science-based global efforts to alleviate poverty, especially
in rural areas where most of the world’s poor people live. Created in 1971, the
CGIAR is a strategic alliance of countries, international and regional organizations,
and private foundations supporting 15 international agricultural research Centers
that work with national agricultural research systems, civil society organizations
and the private sector. The alliance mobilizes agricultural and environmental 
science to reduce poverty, foster human well-being, promote agricultural growth
and protect the environment.

 



Without public investment in international agricultural research through the
CGIAR,
n world food production would be 4-5 percent lower,
n developing countries would produce 7-8 percent less food,
n world food and feed grain prices would be 18-21 percent higher, and 
n 13-15 million more children would be malnourished.

For every dollar invested in CGIAR research, $9 worth of additional food is 
produced in developing countries, where it is needed most. The evidence 
is clear: agricultural growth alleviates poverty and hunger.

Throughout history, science has been a powerful force for improving the human
condition. This brochure shows some of the ways in which the CGIAR Centers,
and the broader CGIAR Alliance, are helping the international community to
achieve the MDGs. The challenge is greatest in sub-Saharan Africa, the only
region in the world clearly not on track for achieving the MDGs.

The CGIAR mission

Achieve sustainable food security and reduce poverty

in developing countries through scientific research and

research-related activities in the fields of agriculture,

livestock, forestry, fisheries, policy and natural resource

management.

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) ... have
become globally accepted benchmarks of broader progress,
embraced by donors, developing countries, civil society and
major development institutions alike. The MDGs can be met
by 2015 — but only if all involved break with business as
usual and dramatically accelerate and scale up action now.

Kofi Annan, Secretary General, United Nations In Larger Freedom

 



Why does agriculture matter in 
the fight against poverty and 
environmental degradation?

n Most of the world’s poor people — 60% or more — live 
in rural areas and depend on agriculture for their survival. 

n Poverty and hunger go hand-in-hand. Over 842 million of 
the world’s poorest people, mostly women and children, 
go hungry every day.

n Agriculture is the economic bedrock of most low-income 
countries, frequently accounting for a quarter of gross 
domestic product.

n Most of the labor force in low-income countries — 70% or
more — works in agriculture.

n Agricultural growth is critical for poverty reduction:
� In Africa, a 10% increase in yields brings a 9% decrease 

in the number of people living on less than $1 a day;

n In 1973-94, the new technologies of the Green Revolution
increased the average income of poor farmers in southern
India by 90%, and that of landless laborers by 125%.

n Agriculture’s ecological footprint is large and growing, making
efficient agriculture critical for protecting such threatened 
natural resources as biodiversity, fisheries, forests, soil and
water.

CGIAR Secretariat
A Unit of the CGIAR System Office
World Bank 1818 H Street, NW  Washington, DC 20433  USA
t: 1 202 473 8951 f: 1 202 473 8110
e: cgiar@cgiar.org cgiar@worldbank.org
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Eradicate extreme poverty and 
hunger

More than 1 billion people survive on less than one dollar a day, and more than
800 million — mostly women and children — go hungry every day. To meet this
challenge, agricultural research is delivering results:

n CGIAR investment in developing improved maize varieties contributes 
$1 billion annually to the economies of developing countries.

n New Rices for Africa, or NERICAs, which combine the high productivity of
Asian varieties and the local adaptation of African rice, are now planted on
100,000 hectares across Africa, including 10,000 hectares in Uganda alone.

n Newly developed orange-fleshed 
sweetpotato varieties with enhanced 
beta-carotene are proving valuable in 
the fight against vitamin A deficiency, 
which afflicts some 3 million children in 
sub-Saharan Africa under the age of five.

n S-35, a new sorghum variety developed 
by the International Crops Research 
Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics and 
its partners, is grown on nearly 30 
percent of the total rainfed sorghum 
area of Cameroon and Chad. Benefits 
include higher grain yields and reduced 
production costs.

n Improved aquaculture techniques, and 
new strains of tilapia that grow 70 
percent more quickly than traditional

breeds of the fish to yield three harvests annually, are boosting household
incomes and nutrition in sub-Saharan Africa.

n Improved rice technologies developed by CGIAR researchers and partners
have doubled rice yields to 4 tons per hectare in Mauritania. A new rice 
variety, Sahel 108, now covers 70 percent of the rice-growing area of
Mauritania and the Senegal River valley.

n In Kenya, 100,000 farmers have planted legume trees to improve nutrient-
depleted soils and establish fodder banks that provide protein supplements
to dairy cattle, with an average benefit of $150 per cow each year.

n New cassava varieties of the Tropical Manioc Selection are achieving on-farm
yield gains of 40 percent, even without fertilizer.

n New bush bean varieties bred by the CGIAR and its partners to resist root rot
produce yields more than double those of local varieties commonly grown in
East Africa. A recent impact study shows one new bush bean variety is grown
by 80 percent of farmers surveyed in one Kenyan district and by 42 percent
in another.

n Improved maize varieties planted in eastern and southern Africa are 
delivering yield gains of 30-40 percent.

n New lentil varieties have contributed to the additional production of 28,000
tons annually in Bangladesh, with estimated annual benefits of $12 million.
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Achieve 
universal 
primary 
education

Today’s primary school pupils will become
tomorrow’s productive citizens. Yet over
113 million children worldwide never
attend primary school. India alone accounts
for a quarter of the children left behind,

with nearly 30 million children out of school, most of them in rural areas. 

Agricultural growth makes a direct and tangible contribution to achieving univer-
sal primary education. As rural incomes rise, more farmers send their children 
to school because they can better manage without their children’s labor for 
weeding fields, tending livestock, and attending other farm and household
chores. Moreover, eating well helps children learn well. Increased income brings 
a concomitant improvement in nutrition, leading to improved cognitive abilities 
in children.

Promote gender
equality and
empower women

As women do most of the agricultural work in
low-income countries, more efficiently produc-
tive farming systems benefit women first. A
vibrant agricultural sector helps promote eco-
nomic opportunities for women, allowing them
to build assets, generate wealth, and improve
family welfare.

The CGIAR Systemwide Initiative on
Participatory Research and Gender Analysis addresses the full gamut of issues
affecting the farmwomen upon whom the nurturing of families and ecosystems
depends. The initiative is helping to reorient technological interventions and
policies to promote gender equality and women’s empowerment.

M
D

G
 

2
M

D
G

 

3
M

D
G

 
M

D
G

 

5

A g r i c u l t u r a l  R e s e a r c h  D e l i v e r s  R e s u l t s   

4

          



Reduce child mortality
Every year, 11 million children in developing countries die before they reach the
age of five — half of them from malnutrition. Increased food availability resulted
in a 25 percent drop in child malnutrition from 1970 to 1995, demonstrating that
agricultural productivity improvements make important contributions to gains in
child survival rates. 

Research Results

n

   

Orange-fleshed sweetpotatoes with 
enhanced beta-carotene help combat
child malnutrition in large swaths of 
East Africa.

n

  

An innovative CGIAR initiative, the 
HarvestPlus Challenge Program, is 
working to develop staple foods rich 
in the micronutrients vitamin A, iron 
and zinc using a process called 
biofortification. Scientists are currently
focusing on rice, wheat, maize, cassava,
maize, beans and sweetpotato, the 
basic food crops that are grown and 
consumed by poor people and for

which a solid knowledge base already exists. Subsequent efforts will include
the so-called orphan crops that do not attract investment from the private
sector: millet, sorghum, potatoes, pigeonpeas, lentils, plantains, barley, 
cowpeas, groundnuts and yams.

Improve 
maternal health

More than a billion people worldwide, including 162 
million pre-school children, are malnourished. Over 12
million infants suffer low birth weight every year [Behrman
et al., 2004, Copenhagen Consensus paper]. Malnourishment
exacts a heavy toll, shortening longevity, worsening sus-
ceptibility to debilitating disease, and locking people out
of economic opportunity. Productivity gains in agriculture,
on the other hand, fuel a virtuous cycle that improves
incomes, nutrition, health and sanitation, among other
measures of well-being. 

Research Results

n

   

Quality protein maize, bred by CGIAR researchers and partners to offer more
essential amino acids such as lysine and tryptophan, is now being cultivated
in 25 countries.
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Combat 
HIV/AIDS, 
malaria 
and other 
diseases

With over 40 million already infected, the AIDS
pandemic is hitting rural areas hard and dimin-
ishing agricultural prospects in low-income
countries. The disease fells people in their most
productive years, including rural residents with
farming skills. Individuals infected with the virus
require 50 percent more protein and 15 percent

more calories than healthy individuals. Research shows that undernourished
people living with the virus get full-blown AIDS more quickly than others.

Malaria is most prevalent in poor countries, killing as many as 3 million people
each year, including more than 1 million African children.

Research Results

n

   

The CGIAR’s Systemwide Initiative on Malaria and Agriculture is improving
cropping practices and irrigation techniques to reduce water stagnation 
and so prevent disease-carrying mosquitoes from breeding.

n

  

New, high-yielding rice varieties and diversification of crop-production 
practices are helping to combat malaria.

Ensure 
environmental 
sustainability

Protecting biodiversity, forests, fisheries, soil
and water is an overarching objective of CGIAR
research. Agriculture is the primary interface
connecting human beings and the environment
and accounts for the bulk of human exploitation
of such natural resources as land and water.
Agricultural activities — including habitat
encroachment through agricultural expansion,
and freshwater diversion and the mining of
aquifers for irrigation — have transformed
between a third and half of the earth’s land surface. Current practices threaten
long-term sustainability. Sustainable development critically requires shrinking
agriculture’s large and growing ecological footprint. Biodiversity is being lost at
unprecedented rates, and 25 biodiversity hotspots occupying only 1.4 percent
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of the earth support more than 60 percent of the planet’s plant and animal
species. Protecting such hotspots from encroachment requires the sustainable
intensification of agriculture, allowing more yield per unit of land and of water
through improved cultivars, techniques, inputs, infrastructure, incentives and
institutional support.

Research Results

n

   

Eleven CGIAR genebanks together hold the world’s largest collection of
crop biodiversity, with over 600,000 samples. These seed samples represent
a 10th of the world’s unique samples of major food crops, with the empha-
sis on farmers’ traditional varieties. Of the more than 1 million CGIAR sam-
ples exchanged over the past decade, over 80 percent went to universities
and national agricultural research systems in developing countries

n

  

Fertilizer tree systems can capture 100 kilograms of atmospheric nitrogen
per hectare per year and convert it into forms useful to crops. They allow
poor farmers to double or triple their maize yields without buying expen-
sive nitrogen fertilizer.

Develop a Global
Partnership for 
Development

The CGIAR itself is a global partnership for devel-
opment. As noted above, it is a strategic alliance
of countries, international and regional organiza-
tions, and private foundations supporting 15 inter-
national agricultural Centers that work with national
agricultural research systems, civil society organi-
zations and the private sector. Thirteen of its 15
research Centers are located in developing coun-
tries. More than 8,500 CGIAR scientists and staff currently work in over 100 
countries, addressing every critical need of the agriculture sector. In 2004, 
Turkey became the 64th CGIAR Member, and 47th country, to enter this unique
global partnership. The CGIAR is co-sponsored by three United Nations agencies
(Food and Agriculture Organization, International Fund for Agricultural
Development, and United Nations Development Programme) and The World
Bank. In 2004, CGIAR members contributed $437 million, the single largest
investment in mobilizing science to generate public goods for the benefit of
poor farming communities worldwide. 

With a strong track record of success, the CGIAR is a global partnership that 
is addressing the critical development challenges that face the human family,
challenges that are spelled out in the MDGs.

The impacts listed here provide only a glimpse of CGIAR achievements. More

detailed information is available on the CGIAR website at www.cgiar.org.
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