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South-east Asia has experienced rapid economic growth in the past two decades. With this changing situation disparities within countries have sprung up and have posed a major challenge for this region. Though income poverty and other forms of poverty are still deeply rooted in rural areas of Asia and the Pacific, the region is undergoing significant economic, political, technological, social and environmental changes which are likely to have a major impact on the conditions of the rural poor and their ability to lift themselves out of poverty. The rural poor are often badly affected by policies, processes and structures which very often create unequal opportunities. So if a country or a region is really to target every action for the upliftment of rural livelihood, every rural poverty alleviation policies and programmes has to be developed with a deeper knowledge and understanding of the emerging issues of rural poverty. According to UNDP (2008), South-east Asia has done remarkably well in both economic growth and poverty reduction. But the rate of economic growth alone does not determine that the livelihood of the rural poor is really improving. The dynamics of economy on the rural livelihoods needs to be examined at a greater depth.

Currently, Seventy-five per cent of the world’s poor people live in rural areas of developing countries, and nearly three fourths of the poor in South-East Asia live in rural areas. A large majority of them are dependent on agriculture. By international standards, South-East Asia has done extremely well in both economic growth and poverty reduction. The sub region’s economic growth rate during the past 25 years averaged about 5.0 per cent per year, while the corresponding figures for Asia and the world were about 3.9 per cent and 2.6 per cent respectively (Arsenio et al, 2005). At most, general measures of poverty reduction must link into people’s livelihood that consist of the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stresses and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities or assets while not undermining the natural resource base. 

South-east Asia can be distinguished into two categories namely mainland and island. Mainland consists of Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia and Vietnam. Island consists of Singapore, Indonesia, Brunei, Malaysia and Philippines. In terms of population composition, SEA has a number of large ethnic groups such as the Khmer of Cambodia, Lao of the Lao PDR, Burman of Myanmar, Thai of Thailand, and Kinh of Viet Nam. There are more than 200 ethnic minorities comprising about 75 million people. They typically inhabit remote mountain areas along the Mekong River and its tributaries living on a combination of subsistence agriculture, hunting and limited trade in forest products. Because of their geographic isolation, they have little or no access to basic health and education services and often have high levels of poverty, both income and non-income.
If we consider the international standards, South-east Asia has undoubtedly illustrated itself by remarkable economic growth which has also been accompanied by the decrease in poverty mainly in the countries like Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and Vietnam. However, the situation is not uniform across the countries like Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam which have experienced tremendous growth in their economy but some countries like Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, and the Philippines are still lagging behind with low output and increase in population. Not only between the countries, within the countries also varying achievements can be seen and the impact of economic growth and poverty reduction can be exhibited in different patterns across the households with different characteristics, location and income level. Owing to rapid economic growth in South East Asia, particularly in urban area, the income inequality in distribution has increased. For this reason, the poor has increased in rural area with higher poverty.
A substantial transition has occurred over a broad front. Occupations and livelihoods in the rural areas are increasingly diversifying and occupational multiplicity is becoming more common. Rural poverty and Livelihoods are becoming alienated from land and farming. Remittances are becoming important in rural household incomes and saving of household income is shifting from agrarian to non-agrarian activities. On the other hand lives of farmers are becoming more mobile and livelihoods correspondingly delocalized.

Poverty and Inequality

Uneven wealth distribution in the SEA countries has definite topographic dimensions, with geographical conditions, level of infrastructural development, and characteristics of economic sectors and labor markets shaping poverty patterns. Irrespective of the national income levels, poverty is consistently higher in rural areas than in urban areas in all SEA countries, with the highest incidence in remote, upland areas where ethnic communities live. Thailand is the less poor, but its mountainous areas are much poorer than its lowlands, just like in Lao PDR and Viet Nam.

In Thailand, twenty per cent of the population earn almost eight times more than the poorest twenty percent. Rural poverty is concentrated in the north and northeast regions of Thailand, particularly in areas where ethnic minority groups live. In Viet Nam, both trends can be attributed to the impact of market reforms in a formerly socialist economy. Although the incidence of poverty has been declining across the region, it remains high in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Viet Nam. Within these countries, the incidence of poverty among ethnic minorities tends to be higher than among the majority population. Poverty incidences of up to one hundred per cent have been recorded among the Khome, Dao, Tay and Thai minorities in Viet Nam.

Poverty reduction has been uneven. Poverty incidence among ethnic minorities is the highest in the country and pace of poverty reduction slowest. The regions where most ethnic people live, namely the Northern Uplands (East and West), North Central and the Central Highlands are also Viet Nam’s poorest regions, having both the highest incidences of poverty and the deepest poverty, albeit not necessarily the largest number of poor.

Income disparities have become more differentiated across the SEA countries, with Thailand, and Viet Nam having higher per capita incomes when compared to Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar, to this day among the eight least developed countries in Asia. Among the wealthier group, Thailand stands out with a per capita GDP in 2005 of more than double the average regional income of $875, and about fifteen times that of Myanmar, seven times that of Cambodia, five times that of Lao PDR, four times that of Viet Nam. Overall, poverty incidence and magnitude has decreased substantially since the start of the regional cooperation. Significant progress has also been made in improving education, expanding sanitation coverage and improving health outcomes.

In summary, the largest reductions in poverty have been for those countries – Thailand, Malaysia and Viet Nam – that show the biggest proportionate gains with regard to trade, investment and economic growth. Due to sustained growth, these countries have already accomplished the first Millennium Development Goal (MDG) to ‘eradicate extreme poverty and hunger’, by meeting the internationally set target of halving, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people living below the poverty line.
Food security

Malnutrition has caused the death of millions of children but this problem is hardly noticed. The proportion of undernourished people is much higher in Asia and considerable variation can be seen across this region. Statistics show that in South East Asia the population undernourished has been declined from 25% in 1990 to 16% in 2005 which includes the countries like (in descending order of the proportion undernourished) Myanmar, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines, Viet Nam, etc. Still, these countries under this level should also be considered as having significant problem.
Food security statistics from the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (2008) shows that the number of undernourished from seven countries in South East Asia was around 82.9 million in 1990-1992 and it decreased to 62 million in 1995-1997. By 2001-2003 the number of undernourished was around 60.7 million thus a small change has happened when compared with number from 1990-1992 to 1995.  According to Food security statistics from seven countries, in 1990 -1992, Vietnam was the country that had the highest percentage of proportion of undernourishment at 31% of population and Malaysia had the lowest percentage of undernourishment at 3% of population. Nevertheless, in 1995 – 1997, the country that had highest percentage of proportion of undernourishment was Lao PDR at 28% of population and Thailand and Lao PDR were the countries that had the highest percentage of proportion of undernourishment at 21% in 2001-2003. 

In South East Asia, the overall proportion of children underweight seems to be quite high at 26% and in the top list comes the countries like Lao PDR which has the rate higher than 40%. This high rate indicates that most of the countries in South East Asia are not likely to meet the MDG target of reducing the proportion to half between 1990 and 2015. In the countries like Cambodia and Indonesia since 1990, the proportion has not fallen at all and others like Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, and Philippines are making progress but too slowly to meet the target.

The concept of food security implies adequate availability and stability in the supply of food and more importantly to access the food. A qualitative dimension of nutritional sufficiency is added to the simple measure of calorie intake. Availability of food is assessed at the macro level, generally at the level of the nation state, but food security has a meaning only at the household level - in fact, at the level of the individual members of the household. At the same time food availability at the national level has a limited, but important, role to play in ensuring food security among the households. The macro picture of the food supplies at the national level can indicate the nature of the food problem and define the areas for public intervention. 

Food crises and food-related emergencies lead to the heart of food security. It is an underlying cause of malnutrition and mortality and a significant factor in longer term livelihood security. Food insecurity may cause stable damage to livelihoods, thereby reducing self-sufficiency. Therefore, it is part of the process leading to malnutrition, morbidity and mortality. In addition, the state of being food insecure directly contributes to destitution and damaged livelihoods in the long term. In other words, if there is acute food insecurity, there is a nutritional risk.

FAO identifies ‘food security’ as containing four main elements: food availability, food access, utilization and stability. In the past decades, food production has substantially increased throughout the world, also in Southeast Asia. The Green Revolution commencing in the 1960s has led the region to a massive increase in food production, and confluent with the region’s economic growth in the past decades, Southeast Asians have generally been enjoying the increased supply of food, which has also contributed to less people going hungry. This certainly is a drastic drop. Looking at a more holistic view, the Global Hunger Index (GHI) focuses more on a relative term, being based on an average of the percentage of the population undernourished, the percentage of under-five children underweight, and the under-five mortality rate. GHI findings of 1990 and 2008 show that there is a great progress in Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam; the Philippines, Lao PDR and Myanmar then follow consecutively. Malaysia has also made progress, though the percentage in 1990 was already low.
While we consider the hotspots of food insecurity in Asia, the countries like Vietnam, Thailand, Myanmar, Philippines, Laos and Indonesia comes in the list which have undernourishment above 10% and  the child underweight rates above 20%. The data also needs to be considered at sub national level as the most food insecurity problem may be confined to some specific provinces due to some specific nature of terrains like arable margins or drought prone areas in north eastern Thailand or the coastal regions that are prone to typhoons like in central Vietnam and Philippines. If we take the example of Indonesia, we can find that Indonesia has hunger hotspots across the archipelago, but fewer are found in the rich island of Java in the west and is more common in the poorer provinces like central and eastern part. The most prominent impact of food crisis can be seen as the tremendous increase in poverty. For example, in Indonesia each 10% increase in rice price is found to reduce the spending power of the poorest tenth of the population by 2 per cent. 

This overall picture does have a positive undertone, representing the better situations in food availability in the region. However, it does not precisely indicate that all people are ‘food-secured’. UNESCAP’s analysis still shows that in Southeast Asia, the majority of countries still have more than one quarter of their children undernourished, not to mention the disparity between the rural and urban areas and the hidden food insecurity among marginalized social groups. These issues indicate problems in food accessibility, stability and utilization. For instance, though food is available, people may not have access to it as they cannot afford food. In rural areas where agriculture is their main occupation, poor farmers may not have healthy meals apart from the crop they cultivate; in worse cases, they may be forced to sell their crops immediately after harvest to pay back debts only to repurchase food later at higher prices. Domestically, countries in SEA face issues of development disparity between the urban and rural, such as inequality in land ownership, inadequate rural infrastructure and low levels of education and health, which may bar people from physical and economic access to food, not counting reservations on their food quality and safety. 

Food security for the population is also subject to national policies on agriculture, import and export as SEA nations are mostly large food exporters to both regional and global markets. Subsequently, SEA countries have also contributed to and been affected by the global forces such as escalating food prices which led to events such as Global Food Price Crisis 2008. This recent incident can be considered as a landmark reflecting the consequence of complex and interrelated internal and external factors. Some of these contributing causes include national policies and budget which do not adequately support agriculture as there persists insufficient rural credit policies and the lack of R&D and improvement of extension services; the increased food demand from both the growing population and the increased number of middle-class people (due to the general increase in economic growth) which prompted the increased consumption of meat (from heavily grain-fed livestock); the escalating and fluctuating oil prices which affect the cost of agricultural input, such fertilizers and energy intensive activities as well as transport and logistics cost. On top of these is also the issue of climate change which is believed to be the cause of the unpredictable climate such as the intensity and frequency of floods, droughts and storms as well as erratic rainfall and increased temperature which directly damage crop production (discussed below). 

The prevailing issues on food security and insecurity are indeed important to be taken into account in regards to the livelihood of the inhabitants of the region. In addition, out of the seven countries being discussed in this paper, six of them (Indonesia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam) are included in UNESCAP’s food security country hotspots for having rates of undernourishment above 10 per cent, or child underweight rates above 20 per cent, or both. 

As per FAO report (2008) Asia and the Pacific region has the largest proportion of undernourished people. It has been predicted the rising prices of oil and rice will further induce increment in the undernourished population. A point to be noted that according to the study conducted by FAO vast majority of the world’s undernourished people live in developing countries that too in Asia which has often been characterized by a large population and relatively slow progress in hunger reduction. According to the report nearly two-thirds of the worlds hungry or the undernourished people still live in Asia. However as per the figures, Southeast Asia has been more successful in reducing the number of undernourished people compared to other regions. In all the seven countries it is observed that the proportion of undernourished people is following a decreasing trend. But the major concern for present is to make sure that all the poor people have access to food and that they are healthy. However Indonesia has not been able to make a progress especially after 1995-97, after which the number of people undernourished, increased to more than that in 1990-92. According to the report this increment is due to the drought or sudden onset and financial crisis of 1997/98 in Indonesia which exacerbated the prevailing food security situation. The high price of rice has said to be the main contributor in worsening the situation.
In SEA, rice is the main staple and a large number of people are engaged in rice production. Rice is therefore the most important and very sensitive food commodity, affecting the food security of the people in the region. East Asia is the world’s major producer and consumer of rice. Countries in the region account for about 80% of total world rice production, 75% of world consumption, 57% of world rice trade and they hold 55% of total world rice stocks.

SEA has suffered from frequent large-scale natural disasters, which have led to repeated imports of rice and food aid. Rice prices have fluctuated markedly whenever production reductions took place, because of limited amount of imports/exports and storage capacity. Therefore, establishment of food security reserves has been one of important policy agendas for these countries.

Availability of accurate and timely information concerning supplies of rice and other food commodities plays a vital role in ensuring food security in the region. Accurate and reliable production, consumption and trade data in these countries are indispensable in formulating effective and efficient policies and strategies for stable food supplies to the population. Timely short-term forecasts of production enable these countries to organize appropriate storage, transportation and distribution programs to prevent food shortages, both in countries as a whole and in specific “hot spots” within a country. Reliable data concerning private and government sector food storage will facilitate more cost-efficient management of reserves.

Food and agricultural statistics and information in the SEA countries have undergone drastic changes over the last 20 years. Many countries in the region have undertaken regular agricultural production surveys, censuses and food consumption or household income/expenditure surveys. National statistical publications are also issued on a regular basis. These improvements in food and agriculture statistics and information have benefited national agricultural development and food security.

Dissemination of data is an important area to which countries attach high priority in response to the ever-increasing needs of data users. Traditional hard copy publications are produced, but often this method results in delays in releasing the information. While countries are now trying to capitalize on the progress in computer and telecommunication technology to improve their information dissemination systems, shortages of funds and expertise limit adoption of the new technology.

Furthermore, owing to accelerating globalization encompassing most countries in the world, demand for accurate and timely information, comparable between countries, is ever increasing. Every country is intensifying her efforts for cooperation with other countries in many fields, and food security information is no exception to this trend. With the recent growth of agricultural products trade, every country wants to obtain accurate statistical data on other countries' production and prices in the international market. It is also necessary for international organizations to share agricultural statistics and information as a guide to achieving such goals as the stabilization of food supplies and the balancing of supply and demand.

Whereas the environmental vulnerability index only captures environmental vulnerability, other indicators target particular interfaces between natural resources and human welfare. This is the case for various food security measures. While significant progress has been made in the SEA countries to reduce undernourishment and other manifestations of food insecurity, large number of people still lack access to adequate food resources. This includes even middle-income economies such as Thailand and Vietnam.
Often, the poorer the people, the more closely their welfare is linked to the condition of the natural resources they rely on. Typically, poorer communities, especially, those in rural upland and marginalized areas, who traditionally depend on the use of natural resource for their basic livelihood, carry the heaviest burden from this unprecedented over-exploitation and rapid destruction of natural resources. Moreover, in recent years, some of these areas have witnessed an increase in migration into fragile ecosystems from outsiders in search of better opportunities. The ensuing competition for scarce water resources, land degradation, over-grazing, rapid industrialization, uncontrolled large-scale logging has led in the gradual erosion of traditional system of trust, authority and legitimacy in the management of natural resource – a trend which has in turn lead to their further marginalization. 
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