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Why this paper? Why this topic?

• income poverty data offer important but 
incomplete insights into the sustainable 
development challenges facing the region of 
Southeast Europe and Central Asia

• reductions in income poverty and inequalities 
go together, and are broadly consistent with the 
development trends apparent in the region

• Explore alternative approach to monitoring 
vulnerability to income poverty 



Poverty trends

• Absolute income poverty levels fell significantly 
across the region after 1990 sharp rise (Turkey is an 
exception); Trends since 2008 are more nuanced;

• When measured against poverty thresholds (that 
reflect higher living costs in the northern 
hemisphere)  data suggest that income poverty levels 
remain disturbingly high, even in some upper 
middle-income countries.;

• Moreover, those countries that are today facing 
difficulties in poverty eradication also tend to be 
experiencing growing income inequalities



Income poverty and inequality:

measurements

• Measures of the extent to which people are deprived of the 
goods, services, capabilities, and opportunities they need to live long, 
healthy, prosperous lives—are too complex to be effectively captured 
in a single composite indicator

• Measures of absolute, relative, and subjective levels of poverty, 
based on individual reports of income, consumption, or perceived levels 
of welfare, are the most commonly used instruments.

• Absolute income poverty in most of the developing and transition 
economies is defined relative to the income needed to purchase 
a minimum basket of consumer goods 

• European countries are more likely to use relative poverty standards, 
measured vis-à-vis some average living standard (generally 50-70% of 
median income or consumption), either in addition to, or in lieu of, 
absolute poverty thresholds. 





Methodology: PPP$4.30/day is the 

income poverty threshold 

• In this paper, the PPP$2.15/day is a regional threshold 
for extreme income poverty

• the PPP$4.30/day is treated as a regional income 
poverty threshold

• PPP$ 5.40/day and PPP$10/day used as thresholds 
to measure vulnerability

• Reason:
• (i) subjective views about how much daily income is in fact 

necessary to keep individuals out of poverty in much of the 
region; and 

• (ii) possession of a POVCALNET data set extending back to 
1981



Income poverty rates in low- and lower middle-

income countries in Europe and Central Asia 

(for last available year)
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Poverty, vulnerability in Moldova



Poverty, vulnerability in Turkey

Based on UNDO (2012) “Green sectors in Eastern Europe and NIS”

Poverty, vulnerability in Turkey



3 similarities

Poverty measurement and monitoring 

in Southeast European economies

1. All are currently negotiating for membership 
in the European Union;

2. All (except for Kosovo*) are now classified by 
the World Bank as upper middle-income 
countries;

3. Low reported income poverty rates mask 
significant pockets of poverty and exclusion..

*as per UNSCR 1244 (1999)



Income poverty rates in 
Southeastern Europe



The Social Exclusion Index – Regional HD Report  

2011 for  Southeast Europe and Central Asia

• Business climates matter more than 
education 

• Location matters for social inclusion. 

• Corruption and social exclusion go together. 

• Large shares of respondents in seven countries 
(Serbia, Kazakhstan, Ukraine, FYR of Macedonia, 
Tajikistan, Moldova) reported that being well 
connected politically, in order to get ahead in 
life, is more important than it was 25 years ago

• Language limits access to education and 
employment opportunities



Drivers of poverty and inequality—

Location, gender, age

• The risks of poverty are particularly high for 

- residents of rural areas
- those unable to work
- individuals living alone
- single-parent families
- families with many children.

• They are also high for the “new poor” of the transformation, such as:

- the unemployed (including officially employed workers on unpaid or 
partly paid leave) and their families;

- the working poor, including public servants in such sectors as education, 
health, science, and the arts, as well as farm workers and petty traders, 
particularly in rural areas (and their families); 

- residents of “company towns” where local economies rely heavily on 
small numbers of large companies; and

- refugees and internally displaces persons.



Ratios of rural to national income poverty 

rates in Europe and Central Asia



Women continue to face large inequalities vis-à-vis men, particularly 

in terms of incomes and access to the labour market.

“Gender gap”: Ratio of female 
to male per-capita gross 
national income GNI (2013)

Ratios of female to male 
labour force participation 
rates (1990-2012)



Trends in Life expectancy at 
birth tell different story..



Income inequalities: some insights

• For 10 of the 15 countries  favourable poverty reduction 
trends correspond to declining, or low, levels of income 
inequality. 

• Reductions in income inequality and poverty therefore seem 
to go together.

•
• The UN national and regional post-2015 consultations 

conducted during 2013 in the region pointed to inequalities 
as a major concern.

• For a number of countries, income inequalities are no longer 
low, or even moderate, by global standards. 



Income inequalities: Gini/POVCALNET



Income inequalities: Gini/SWIID



Income inequalities: PALMA/POVCALNET



Losses in national HDIs due to 

adjustment for inequalities



Poverty and Inequality trends



Poverty and Inequality trends (continued)



Other measures of inequality, 

deprivation, and exclusion 



Pro-poor and inclusive growth 

• pro-poor growth, in which economic growth is 
accompanied by falling poverty rates; versus

• inclusive growth, in which economic growth is 
accompanied by falling levels of income inequality. 



Sustainable development

• Development accomplishments that are not robustly 
sustainable may be particularly vulnerable to reversal. 

• Unfortunately, efforts to operationalize sustainable 
development programming and policies in the region 
continue to be constrained by the absence of well 
accepted, monitorable indicators that can integrate the 
environmental, social, and economic dimensions of 
sustainability. 

• Addressing this shortcoming is particularly important 
in the run-up to the post-2015 introduction of the 
sustainable development goals.



GDP produced per ton of greenhouse 

gas emissions (2010)



Fresh water withdrawals as a share of 

total renewable water resources 

(2007-2011)



Shares of population living on 

degraded land (2010)



Pre-school enrolment rates, 2000-2012



Gross enrolment in tertiary education, 2001-2012



Implications for the post-2015 agenda:

Data revolution!!!

• Without internationally comparable household budget survey 
data, complete regional (and global) assessments of trends in income 
inequalities (and related issues of exclusion and vulnerability) are 
impossible;

• The absence of indicators that can integrate the economic, 
social, and environmental dimensions of sustainability—and of 
the vulnerability of development progress;

• The MDGs have been criticized for deviating from the spirit of the 
2000 Millennium Declaration from which they were drawn. The MDGs’ 
focus on national averages have also been criticized for drawing attention 
away from sub-national disparities and those left behind;

• The importance of the statistical/data dimensions of the debates 
around the sustainable development goals (SDGs) and the post-
2015 development agenda is underscored;



Complex and Controversial issues 

The USSR 
and 
Yugoslavia 
had fallen 
into deep 
systemic 
crisis by 
1990, they 
had largely 
succeeded 
in 
eradicating 
poverty and 
significant 
income 
inequalities
, but…

• Why are absolute poverty rates today thought to be higher 
in virtually all these countries than was the case before 1990?

• Are higher rates of poverty and inequality really 
unavoidable consequences of marketization and the dissolution 
of socialist federations?

• Or have higher poverty rates resulted from otherwise avoidable 
mistakes made in the macroeconomics, political 
economy, or social aspects of transition?

• What about the role of military conflicts that have afflicted 
roughly half of these countries?

• Or perhaps significant problems of poverty and inequality 
were present during the pre-transition period as well—
but were hidden by ideology and by the absence of the data, 
institutions, and policy frameworks needed for effective poverty 
measurement and monitoring?


