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by Peter Zirnite 

he Wor ld Bank , after years of 
t ou t i ng the Eas t A s i a n eco­
nomic "mirac le " as a pr ime ex­
ample of how growth can be ob­
tained wi th equality, now ad­
m i t s t h a t d e s p i t e u n p r e c ­
edented prosperity, the gap is 
widening between the region's 
r i ch and poor. 

W h i l e s t r o n g e c o n o m i c 
growth throughout most of the 
region has "generated consid­
erable benefits for the poor," 
concentrat ion of this growth in 
part icular regions wi th in coun­
tries, and inadequate invest­
ment i n educat ion, have given 
rise to growing inequality—par­
t icular ly i n C h i n a , Hong Kong 
and Tha i l and—accord ing to a 
Wor ld B a n k report released in 
Washington , D.C. . 

B a n k of f ic ia ls a lso w a r n 
that recent turbulence in the 
r e g i o n ' s f i n a n c i a l m a r k e t s 
cou ld slow economic growth 
and i n t u r n cause poverty lev­
els to rise, after dec l in ing dra­
m a t i c a l l y over the past 30 
years. However, they were re­
luc tan t to make any predic­
t ions because governments in 
Tha i l and , Ma lays i a and else­
where were st i l l adjust ing their 
policies i n response to this fi­
nanc ia l turmo i l . 

"Inequality is back on the 
agenda," sa id Michae l Walton, 
c o - a u t h o r of the r e p o r t ; 
"Everyone's Miracle : Revisit ing 
Poverty and Inequality i n East 
As i a . " 

A t a p r e s s c o n f e r e n c e 
Walton, the bank 's former chief 
economist for Eas t As i a , noted 
that the increas ing concentra­
t ion of wealth at the top is re­
flected in the "sharp ly r i s ing of 
mult i -mi l l iona ires throughout 
the region." 

A l t h o u g h T h a i l a n d a n d 
C h i n a are e x p e r i e n c i n g the 
greatest problem w i th growing 
inequal i ty, regionwide there is 
"concern that cer ta in groups 
are being left out, " accord ing 
to Walton. He said even in M a ­
laysia, one of the few countr ies 
where economic g rowth has 
been accompanied by a signifi­
cant reduct ion i n inequal i ty , 
" t h a t i s b e g i n n i n g to t u r n 
a round . " 

Wal ton said " a change i n 
the numbers now available" i n ­
dicates that inequality has long 
been a feature of the East As ian 
"economic mirac le . " 

A l though economists have 
used the region's performance 
as evidence that countr ies can 
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y o b t a i n h i g h 
rates of growth and reduce i n ­
equality, new data indicate that 
recently there has been a "sig­
nif icant rise i n inequal i ty , " he 
said. 

"Access to educat ion is a 
cr i t i ca l factor—expla ining who 
in As i a is poor and is not," said 
G a u t a m Kaji , the Bank ' s m a n ­
aging director of operations. To 
improve access to educat ion, 
he sa id , low-income countr ies . 
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such as Vietnam and Laos need 
to invest more i n pr imary edu­
ca t i on , wh i l e m idd l e - income 
countr ies , i nc lud ing Tha i l and 
a n d Indones i a , m u s t spend 
more on secondary educat ion. 

Government pol ic ies that 
concentrate development in ur­
b a n areas regions also have 
contr ibuted to r i s ing dispari ty , 
a c c o r d i n g to W a l t o n . He 
pointed out that ru ra l , i n l and 
C h i n a , northeastern Tha i l and 
and the eastern is lands of In­
d o n e s i a have not bene f i ted 
from the overall rapid growth 
of those nat ions because gov­
ernment officials have chosen 
to neglect development in these 
regions. 

Inequality is also exacer­
bated in some countr ies, such 
as V i e t n a m , by government 
e c ono m i c po l i c i e s tha t d i s ­
c r im ina t e aga inst pa r t i cu l a r 
e thn i c g roups , a c co rd ing to 
Walton. 

Despite the problem of i n ­
e q u a l i t y , the B a n k r e p o r t 
h a i l e d the w i d e s p r e a d eco­
nomic growth i n the region. 

"Apart from Mongol ia and 
the P h i l i p p i n e s , there is no 
question that economic growth 
i n the region, already impres­
sive in 1955-80, has cont inued 
at a remarkable pace and be­
c o m e m o r e g e o g r a p h i c a l l y 
w idespread s ince 1980, " the 
report sa id . 

Wal ton said the most str ik­
i n g feature of t h i s r eg i ona l 
g r o w t h — b e t w e e n 1990 a n d 
1995, it ranged from 10.8 per­
cent i n C h i n a to a decline of 
3.7 percent i n Mongo l ia—has 
been " a decline i n poverty that 
is probably completely unprec­
edented i n h u m a n history." 

According to the report, the 
number of people l iv ing below 
the poverty l ine—de f ined as 
one U . S . d o l l a r a day pe r 
capita—fel l from 716.8 mi l l i on 

i n 1975 to 345 .7 m i l l i o n i n 
1995. C h i n a led the way with 
a reduct ion of nearly 300 mi l ­
l ion, but it st i l l has more than 
269 mil l ion people l iving in pov­
erty. 

The Phi l ippines and Papua 
New Gu inea are the only coun­
tries where the total number of 
poor people increased, growing 
2.2. mi l l ion i n the Phi l ippines 
since 1975 and by 500,000 in 
P a p u a New G u i n e a over the 
past decades. 

The highest poverty rate is 
in Mongolia where 81.4 percent 
of people live on less than one 
dollar per day, followed by Viet­
n a m (42.2 percent) and Laos 
(41.1 percent). The lowest rates 
were in Malays ia and Thai land, 
both of wh ich reported that less 
than one percent of their popu­
lat ions live i n poverty. 

Kaji caut ioned that recent 
" f inancia l market turbulence" 
i n T h a i l a n d , M a l a y s i a , a n d 
elsewhere i n the region could 
affect the pover ty - reduc t i on 
trend. "In some cases, poverty 
may i n fact r i se as g rowth 
slows," he said. 

While a decline in economic 
growth "clearly has poverty im­
pl icat ions" Kaji warned that it 
is too soon to p red i c t tha t 
growth wi l l slow as a result of 
the recent f inanc ia l tu rmo i l . 
"You don't know how this is 
going to sp in out. Clearly, the 
a d j u s t m e n t s process is not 
complete," he said. 

"There can be no shr ink ing 
from sound monetary and fis­
ca l policy," Kaji said. He added 
that, depending how govern­
ments respond to the cr i s i s , 
they cou ld improve compet i ­
tiveness and re turn to " a path 
of h igh growth." 

Source ; Inter Press Service, 27 Augus t 
1997 
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