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Dialogues at the Economic and Social Council 
 
 
Introduction 
It seems almost self-evident that in this age of globalized trade and information, an 
integrated approach to development is the only possible course. Any successful 
development must take into account the social, cultural, economic, environmental, and 
geographic realities that shape the lives of people all over the world. 

The idea of holistic development is not a new one. But the development efforts of the 
1970s and 1980s were often hampered by a “one-size-fits-all” mentality, prescribing 
reforms from a centralized perspective, without regard for the territorially specific needs 
of a given population or community. In addition, they tended to keep the sectors discrete 
–agricultural development encompassed a broad range of components, from 
infrastructure to technology to skills enhancement, but it did not benefit from 
coordination within, for instance, the health or education sectors. The new model of 
integrated development recognizes no such barriers.  

In this book, the phrases “vicious cycle,” and unfortunately, less frequently, “virtuous 
cycle” recur, in different contexts and in reference to different issues. They are useful 
visual images, ones that emphasize the necessity of an integrated approach. Poverty is 
perpetuated by poor health, and poor health is perpetuated by poverty. When a girl is kept 
from attending school, she cannot learn the life skills needed to protect herself against 
HIV/AIDS, and in many cases it is because she has to stay home and care for a family 
member infected with the disease that she cannot attend school. A family may work their 
land in a way that is harmful to the environment because they cannot afford the 
technology inputs that would allow them to work in a sustainable manner, but when their 
land is depleted; their livelihood will become even more precarious. Unfair or un-
enforced land policies also may keep them from investing in sustainable agricultural 
practices, which, in turn, undermines their economic and nutritional security. And a 
family struggling to feed itself is less likely to be in the position to demand that the state 
protect its rights to the land. 

These somewhat simplistic scenarios illustrate the fundamental value of a holistic 
approach to development. Without it, well-intentioned reforms and investment in one 
sector risk being squandered because they are not supported by measure in other sectors. 
Pouring money in to schools, for instance, without concomitant efforts in HIV/AIDS 
support and treatment, will not help the girl isolated at home, caring for her sick parents. 

The concept of an integrated approach refers not only to its multi-sectoral nature but also 
to the broad range of actors involved. International non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs); the United Nations and its agencies; multilateral financial institutions like the 
WTO, World Bank, and IMF; regional associations; private sector donors and investors; 
local governments; communities; families; and individuals ‘ all have a role to play in 
integrated development efforts. The challenge, of course, is to coordinate the efforts so 
that they complement, not contradict each other. 



In the end, the local people, those who are affected by the development, must be allowed 
to take the lead in directing, implementing, and evaluating the projects. Local ownership 
is the goal toward which all the other players must be working. 

Ideally, every development effort would take into account the perspective of all actors 
and all sectors, but in practice, of course, this is impossible. Integrated development 
should be seen as a conceptual framework rather than as a policy constraint. Several of 
this book’s contributors emphasize that casting too wide a net may be counterproductive 
and discouraging. Development partners must strike a balance between being conscious 
of the complexities and broad implications of their actions and remaining focused on 
targeted, well-planned initiatives.  

Millennium Development Goals 

In September 2000, the UN Member States adopted the Millennium Declaration, which 
contained eight benchmarks aimed at improving the well-being of people living in the 
developing world. Together, these Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) provide a 
framework for integrated development. While they do not provide specific policy 
guidelines –leaving those up to individual countries, where development efforts should be 
rooted – they do articulate general targets toward which countries throughout the 
developing world can strive.  

The first MDG calls for the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger, specifically, to 
reduce by half the proportion of people living on less than a dollar a day (currently 1.2 
billion) and also the proportion of those who suffer from hunger (800 million). The 
second calls for universal primary education for boys and girls. The third aims for gender 
equality and the empowerment of women, with an emphasis on education and eliminating 
the gender disparity in primary and secondary schools. The fourth MDG aspires to reduce 
by two-thirds the mortality rate of children under five, and the fifth, which is closely 
linked, aims to reduce the maternal mortality rate by three-quarters. The sixth MDG calls 
for renewed efforts to halt and reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS as well as malaria and 
other diseases. The seventh addresses the issue of environmental sustainability, calling on 
participating countries to integrate the principles of sustainable development in national 
policies and work to protect natural resources. This MDG also aims to reduce by half the 
proportion of people lacking sustainable access to safe drinking water and to improve the 
lives of slum dwellers. 

The first seven MDGs are clearly predicated on an integrated approach to development, 
for only with advances in all the areas simultaneously will true, lasting progress be 
possible. The eighth MDG also depends on an integrated approach to development, this 
time in terms of the means of enacting the change. The eighth MDG calls for the growth 
of global partnerships for development. The partnerships will include a variety of players 
addressing a variety of issues. In particular, it calls on the partners to develop an open 
trading and financial system that is rule-based, predictable, and non-discriminatory. Good 
governance, on the national and international levels, is indispensable in this process. 
Global partnerships should pay close attention to the needs of the least developed 
countries (LCDs) and small island developing states (SIDS), providing them with tariff-
and quota- free markets for their exports, cancellation of official bilateral debt and other 
forms of enhanced debt relief, and more generous official development assistance 



(ODA). In cooperation with the developing countries themselves, the global development 
partners should promote decent and productive work for youth, and strive, with the 
private sector, to provide developing countries with the needed pharmaceuticals and 
technologies in an affordable manner.  

Global partnerships take different forms and can include multilateral/bilateral 
development agencies, inter-governmental agencies, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), and the private sector. Examples of global partnerships are the Consultative 
Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), the World Agriculture Forum 
(WAF), International Alliance against Hunger, the Global Water Forum, and 
International Taskforce for Commodities Price Risk Management.  

The Member States pledged to meet the MDGs by the year 2015. Unfortunately, most 
countries are falling dangerously short of the progress they need to make in order to 
fulfill this promise. By some measures, the developing world as a whole would have to 
increase the rate of its improvement fourfold in order to reach the goals. Still, some 
countries are on course to meet some of the goals –the global community must refocus its 
energy and learn from the success stories. 

The MDGs and Rural Development 

The MDGs do not make specific reference to particular countries or populations, but 
sheer numbers require that development efforts focus in certain areas. Of the 1.2 billion 
people who live in extreme poverty, on less than one dollar a day, 75% live in rural areas 
in the developing world. Rural development is therefore absolutely essential to achieving 
the MDGs. Currently, only 25% of major donor portfolios is dedicated to rural areas. 
This level represents a decline in overall aid to rural areas. In 1988, bilateral ODA for 
agriculture stood at USD 4.9 billion, and in 1999, it had fallen to USD 2.5 billion. 

The attention of the international development community was directed away from the 
rural sector in the 1990s for a number of reasons. Traditionally, some policies have been 
constructed around a particular vision of progress, in which rural, agricultural society is 
seen as a stepping stone toward modern, industrial development. According to this 
model, smallholder peasant life is a transitional mode on the way to waged labor. But this 
model does not necessarily reflect the reality of much of the developing world. It is true 
that the overall trend is toward urbanization, but the movement is slow, and the majority 
of the extreme poor will continue to live in rural areas for many years to come. 
Agricultural development must therefore form a cornerstone of any integrated 
development efforts.  

In some ways, it is more difficult to help people in rural areas than in urban areas because 
they are so much more sparsely distributed. A school in the rural hinterlands, for 
instance, might service a couple of dozen children, whereas a city school could teach 
hundreds, or thousands. Governments tend to be located in urban areas, and the officials 
are more likely to address the needs of their local constituents, especially with limited 
resources. But the people living in the rural areas need to have their basic needs met, and 
so it is time for the global partnerships-from UN agencies all the way down to mothers 
and fathers living in villages-to be mobilized in creative ways to improve the lives of 
rural people.  



The trend of neglect toward rural populations is, thankfully, starting to reverse. Key to 
making the aid to rural areas effective will be giving agency to the recipients of the aid. 
To help achieve this, development efforts should follow a generally decentralized model, 
one that capitalizes on the experiences and support of large organizations but is tailored 
to individual locales. Successful development efforts will be demand-driven; one way to 
facilitate this is to incorporate pre-existing local organizations such as farm cooperatives, 
water-user groups, and religious and community associations.  

Sustainability and Inclusiveness 

For development to be sustainable, it must be inclusive, both in terms of the people who 
serve as active designers and participants and also the ultimate beneficiaries. It must put 
in place practices and infrastructures that are renewable and adaptable. A focus on good 
governance is key to enabling marginalized rural people to negotiate with the state and 
the private sector in order to set a new political and economic agenda. Decentralized 
policy-making is essential in that respect, as is the willingness to scale-up successful 
initiatives carried out at the local level. 

At the macroeconomic level, pro-rural policies should encompass exchange rate, fiscal, 
and credit policies as well as the promotion of agricultural research and rural 
infrastructure. Balanced programmes of rural industrialization and agro-services can 
provide for non-farm activities and improve the living conditions of the poor whose 
access to land is limited. In addition, sustainable rural development will be possible only 
if national policies in the developing world are complemented by changes in developed 
world agricultural policy, where subsidies have reached USD 340 billion per year. 

Access to science and technology also needs to be included in rural development 
strategies in order to improve the nutritional value of crops, reduce production fluctuation 
and increase productivity on small-scale farms in a manner appropriate to the ecosystem 
in which they operate. 

Development efforts should promote environmental sustainability. Here, too, the 
empowerment of local people is vital. In many cases, stewardship of natural resources is 
an integral part of local customs and traditions; these traditions should be incorporated 
into environmental efforts to ensure maximal cooperation and success. A “Green 
Revolution” for Africa will be more likely to occur and to be “double green”- 
environmentally constructive- if the local people, those who are actually doing the 
farming, are involved at every step.  

Empowering rural populations includes by definition a large number of vulnerable 
groups, including women, indigenous peoples, fisher folk, member of low castes, and 
ethnic minorities. Women in particular are responsible for a vast majority of food 
production, household work, and care work, and they must be included in designing and 
implementing the programmes that will enhance the security of their livelihoods. 
Education is a key lever for achieving gender equality and equity.    

ECOSOC 

The Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) is comprised of 54 member governments, 
elected by the General Assembly for overlapping three-year terms. Fourteen seats are 
allocated to African states, eleven to Asian states, ten to Latin American and Caribbean 



states, and thirteen to Western European and other states. ECOSOC coordinates the work 
of the 14 UN specialized agencies, 10 functional commissions, and 5 regional 
commissions; receives reports from 11 UN funds and programmes; and issues policy 
recommendations to the UN system and Member States. 

Under the UN charter, ECOSOC is responsible for promoting higher standards of living, 
full employment, and economic and social progress; identifying solutions to international 
economic, social, and health problems; facilitating international cultural and educational 
cooperation; and encouraging universal respect for human rights and fundamental 
freedoms. In carrying out its mission, ECOSOC consults with academics, business sector 
representatives, and more than 2,100 registered NGOs. 

It is this connection to the full range of development partners that makes ECOSOC 
uniquely qualified to address the topic of integrated rural development. The ECOSOC 
substantive session, held each July, brings together representatives from across the 
development spectrum, from national cabinet ministers to professors and from business 
leaders to NGO representatives. Chiefs and representatives from the various UN agencies 
also play a lead role in the proceedings.  

This year, the topic of the substantive session was “Promoting an integrated approach to 
rural development in developing countries for poverty eradication and sustainable 
development.” This book has grown out of that conference and the two preparatory 
meetings held in anticipation of it, one in March and one in April. The March meeting, 
held in New York, provided an opportunity for brainstorming about the topic of 
integrated rural development and for proposing specific areas for further consideration. 
The April meeting, also held in New York, consisted of a panel discussion and a series of 
roundtables organized by UN agencies, funds, and programmes. The roundtables drew on 
the experiences of individuals involved in development in a range of capacities, from 
mining to education and from agriculture to microcredit.  

The high-level segment itself, held in Geneva, also featured a series of ministerial 
roundtable discussions with similarly broad range of topics. As in the preparatory 
process, the high-level segment was able to capitalize on the strengths of ECOSOC, 
assembling a rich chorus of voices, each with a new and valuable perspective on the 
subject. The presentation, issues papers, summaries, and keynote speeches have been 
gathered and organized into topical chapters that will provide a useful overview of the 
topic of integrated rural development.  

The Structure of the Book 

Chapter One, “Fundamentals of an Integrated Approach,” collects articles from all three 
conferences that address the general topic of integrated rural development. These 
selections will expose the reader to the themes, terminology, and central problems that 
define the topic. Chapter Two, “Agriculture and Rural Development,” covers the range of 
issues affecting the agricultural sector, including sustainability, productivity, the 
possibility for a Green Revolution, agro-industry, and the importance of smallholder 
farming. Chapter Three, “The Environment and Rural Development,” highlights the 
central role that natural resources – and the wise use of those resources- will play in any 
successful development efforts. The articles in this chapter focus on various aspects of 
the environment, including water, forests, and energy.  



Chapter Four, “Market Access and Rural Development,” explores the economic and 
trade-related features of development, including significantly the trade and export of 
commodities, which represents a key growth area in the developing world’s economy, 
and the potential offered by microcredit.  

Chapter Five, “Health and Education,” tackles a range of inter-connected topics such as 
HIV/AIDS, the importance of educating girls, and reproductive and population issues. 
Not surprisingly, gender issues have a considerable presence in these discussions, and the 
gender concerns raised here are important concepts to consider in all rural development 
initiatives. Gender plays a vital role again in Chapter Six, “Culture and Work,” which 
opens with a treatment of gender as and organizing cultural framework. This article is 
followed by articles labor productivity, cooperatives, slums, and crime. In the appendix, 
the reader will find the high-level statements presented at the conferences, the 
contributions of the NGO representatives, the Report of the Secretary-General, and the 
Ministerial Declaration. 

A paper addressing any one of the chapter subject areas could assert that its topic was the 
central issue facing integrated rural development. It could state without apology that no 
sustainable rural development would be possible without, for instance, a solid agricultural 
base, a protected environment, fair access to economic markets, a healthy and educated 
populace, or an understanding of the cultural and work practices of a community. In 
addition, many of the articles could find a home in more than one chapter. This is no 
accident. An integrated, holistic approach to development is appropriate exactly because 
there are so many overlaps among sectors.  
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