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It is difficult to unify these two very different contributions, both of which are thoughtful and constructive, yet give quite separate but quite orthogonal perspectives of what poverty assessments constitute.

Main Chapter

This primary piece written by Sid David clearly has to serve as the core contribution of this chapter to the Handbook. It provides an effective coverage of all the relevant measurement issues that are the specific subject of this chapter. There is an easy commendable logic in the careful and sequential development of the technical statistical structure of the contents. The chapter is presented in clear and lucid language and even the more complex methodological issues seem relatively simple to understand and follow. And there are remarkably few typos!

The chapter focuses its attention on the traditional food and non-food Consumption Basic Needs [CBN] approach to constructing poverty lines. This approach has a number of merits:-

it is well-tried and conventional so there is much country practice case history available, though selectively, for guidance

it is based around a minimum survival criterion that depends on an prescribed common and independent [but non-neutral] standard

the basic needs focus is compatible with other basic needs and ‘unmet needs’ dimensions of poverty assessment

the basket is directly related to living conditions and, implicitly, to the very early desire embedded in RPI and real wage analysis to investigate the living standards of low income earners  

The chapter then goes on to describe how the food and non-food requirements of a total poverty line can be separately quantified, noting that while an externally [FAO/WHO] recommended daily allowance [RDA] of calorie intake(s) can be applied as a direct standard for the food component, a number of different techniques need to be adopted to measure the non-food component. This can be estimated either directly or indirectly [as an aggregate]. 

All the commonly recognised problems that are related to the age and sex composition of the households and that influence the interpretation of the basic data used to furnish the required intake and outlay estimates are discussed. The urban-rural differences in the location of households that have an impact on spending patterns and affect the prices of goods and services purchased by households are also fully described.

I have a few small niggles about how the conversion [not ‘conversation’] of selected products and their weights into calories is performed and more especially how, with so many options and degrees of freedom available to determine the basket to satisfy any defined RDA, the Handbook should advise on the robust selection of quantities and various combinations of food items can be made. The transition from household to individual in the PDL and then back from individual to household in comparing RDA based threshold measures against the income or expenditure distributions formed from households needs careful attention. 

In addition, quantities and values are obtainable from the HIES but, within the year and across the country, these aggregates are significantly affected by the time and space variations in prices. Then there is the significant problem of deciding at what price [farm gate or market? Real cost or alternative cost?] to value the household’s ‘core’ first line consumption of own produced goods.

I do not think experience so far has shown that consistent sets of prices can be obtained in any robust way from the HIES. Such surveys record, at best, all the individual food items consumed in the household, not the amounts of food consumed by individual members of that household. There are reporting problems, waste/loss issues, non-itemised outlays and major quality differences embedded in the recorded expenditure/quantity ratios of households. Unfortunately CPI and RPI average prices over the year are unweighted at the item specific level. As Sid suggests, because of the selective emphasis of these indexes, they are usually biased by the outlays and item purchases of urban households. [It is also well known that the index itself is weighted by the estimated mean average total expenditures and not by the outlays of the median household; thus, in the case of the US, Deaton has shown the weighting pattern conforms more closely to the 75th percentile household expenditure structure. This is hardly appropriate for indexing poverty lines]. To me it seems quite reasonable to assume that many poor households, if they can, and if they have both the storage capacity and the choice, will try to buy goods they need when they are at their cheapest.

Fortunately, many countries will no longer have to rely entirely on either their official price indices or unstable ‘unit values’ derived from HIES results because the ICP exercise is currently compiling, across all regions in every participating country, very detailed price data for all items appearing in the national expenditure basket. In the ultimate analysis, however, we cannot assume that a prescribed standard for the FPL, or an aggregate such as the TPL based upon it, will reflect or yield the same ‘utility’ satisfaction or welfare level. This takes little account of intra-household consumption inequalities and the fact that poor households may not be ‘families’ but simply a group that finds it cheaper and more convenient to live together [the warm bed syndrome].

I am worried about how to convey the importance when using the CBN approach of moving from HIES mean values to national accounts final household consumption expenditure aggregates [I presume this will be treated by Ivo in his contribution] which I feel is needed to properly assess national poverty levels.

Some specific suggestions and queries; I think some of the more technical variance error estimation discussion is best moved to an appendix [and one thought on this; shouldn’t the discussion be about one-tail tests?] The very interesting material and illustrative examples provided on self- assessments and participatory evaluation should be moved to chapter 5. But the discussion of the practical organisational and cost trade-offs between speed and timing and producing regional detail should remain. 

I find the problem with the regression methods proposed is that they concentrate on expenditure weights and not on quantities; this is, perhaps, an unavoidable fact of life but values already reflect how people have responded to higher prices and adjusted their expenditures. Unfortunately, the most fungible part of poor family outlays is usually the food. Engels coefficients are affected by what are mandated and obligated outlays in both cash and kind that come before spending on food. These may be growing over time in those countries where the governance is weak.

Afristat Paper

This is a very different but fascinating socio-political tour de force that provides a neat and concise overview of the changing policy context lying behind international attitudes towards development objectives and how these have converged on poverty alleviation and poverty reduction strategies over the past 35 years. It begins by describing what has happened in the political environment and how this has influenced the way poverty is looked at. It is not until page 3 that the text starts to discuss the mechanisms for improving evaluation techniques and monitoring procedures to capture progress in living standards. It looks at the inadequate capacity of statistical offices and it assesses the role of the state and the public sector in facilitating the process of evaluation at the country level. It sees the World Bank’s national Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper [the French translation conveys more of its appeal as an action oriented document] as providing the most coherent and consistent framework for understanding the nature of the problem and for bringing about change. The methodology is viewed as a good way of harmonising the concepts and approaches to quantifying poverty in a wider context.

In implementing policy, the authors note that intangible and non-quantifiable features such as opportunity and the capability of benefiting from improved political access as well as from the removal of entrenched institutional factors that protect features of social exclusion play a significant role. This comes out to some extent in participatory poverty assessments which, it is argued, allow the poor – whom are seen as best placed to understand their own deprived status and identify the causes of their distressed state and thus to know the primary means of escape - to express their views. 

These beliefs and understandings cannot be easily factored into some form of aggregate money metric like a PDL. But equally, it is not easy to evaluate to what extent any measurement is affected by political attitudes and the tide of popular opinion and sentiment.

There may be parts of this paper on participatory processes that the editors may wish to incorporate in Chapter 5. Other sections can perhaps be used to give a more descriptive background to the general introduction and certain observations can be brought into the concluding sections to summarise some of the more intractable problems of measurement. But, as it stands, this contribution is quite different from the rest and not so appropriate for this technical chapter of the Handbook. 

