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This article is designed to encourage debates in Liberia on the 
government 's plan to push a Pro-Poor agenda. The article offers a 
policy framework along with an implementation plan that moves 
forward a pro-poor growth strategy in Liberia.  What makes this  
undertaking difficult for the Government of Liberia to accomplish is 
that economic development does not necessarily reduce poverty or 
income inequality (see Growth without Development). Research shows 
the best approach to achieving a pro-poor agenda is to combine 
poverty reduction and economic growth into one concise policy. 

The article begins with a definition of what a pro-poor agenda is and 
what it is not. Then, it moves into describing policy frameworks that 
should be executed to achieve this agenda. It is important to note 
three stipulations before diving into the data, evidence and proposals 
in this article. First, Liberia?s economic data including its Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP), and Consumer Price Index (CPI) calculations 
are based on estimates.  Therefore, total GDP is probably somewhat 
lower than is currently being reported,. Moreover, the monetary 
policies from the Central Bank of Liberia may be ineffective because it 
is based on guesswork. Second, GDP per capita is probably distorted 
because income in many rural parts of Liberia is seldom, if at all, 
included in economic calculations. Third, employment in the informal 
sector is estimated using an unreasonable methodology for part-time 
and temporary employment. Hence, when the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund report the unemployment rate in Liberia 
is far better than the unemployment rate in the United States, France, 
Botswana, Nigeria, and Ghana you cannot help but question the data. 
These stipulations are important since a pro-poor agenda is 
measured using monetary standards. 

Measur ing t he Pro-Poor  Agenda
While no African leader will ever win an election or come to power 
under a theme of pushing a pro-rich agenda, the phrase ?pro-poor 
agenda? is sometimes misinterpreted to mean government handouts 
to poor people.  

A pro-poor agenda relates to the extent to which the poor in Liberia 
will benefit, on a greater scale, from economic growth. Something, 
President Weah alluded to when he stated, ?We cannot remain 
spectators in our own economy.? (?Inaugural speech,? 2018). To 
achieve this benefit, we must consider how the Liberian government 
will spread the benefits of economic growth to the poor and people 
who are not poor. When people who are not poor receive more of the 
benefits, as data over the past ten years show, then the agenda is not 
pro-poor.  The key measure of a pro-poor agenda is to see how 
overall poverty levels are reduced in Liberia - especially in rural 
communities. To better understand the pro-poor growth strategy, let 
us begin by defining poverty in monetary terms. 

Meet ing t he Needs of  t he Poor

""NO POLITICIAN WILL WIN AN 
ELECTION UNDER THE THEME OF A 
PRO-RICH AGENDA"

We define poverty as Liberians inability to purchase specific types of 
goods: that is,  

1. Do they have money to buy food?  

2. Do they have a home?  

3. Do they have accessible and affordable health care?  

4. Do they have access to quality education?  

When Liberians can say these essential needs are being met, then the 

pro-poor agenda is on track to be successful.  

"GROWTH WITHOUT 
DEVELOPMENT: AN 
ECONOMIC SURVEY 

OF LIBERIA"

|   Understanding Pro-Poor

"WE CANNOT REMAIN SPECTATORS 
IN OUR OWN ECONOMY". 
PRESIDENT WEAH, 2018.

The debate surrounding pro-poor agenda goes back to 1979 when 
Chenery and Ahluwalia created a model for ?redistribution with 
growth? and criticism of the trickle-down theory. 

Their thesis argued that between 1950 to 1975, developing countries, 
including Liberia, showed remarkable growth, yet, the benefits of this 
growth only reached the poor on a very limited level. 

In another study titled, ?Growth without development. An economic 
survey of Liberia.?  Researchers Robert Clower, George Dalton, 
Mitchell Harwitz, and A.A. Walters offered a provocative description 
of Liberia during the decade from 1951 to 1961 as a ?backward 
country, heavy with patronage and corruption - were everything 
spent was done exclusively for the benefit of the privileged few.? 

At the time, the Liberian dollar was pegged to the United States 
dollar, that is, one Liberian dollar equaled one United States dollar, 
and the Liberian economy grew at a rate that was better than 
anywhere else in the world. Yet, the poor did not benefit from the 
economic growth. 

The Or igins of  t he Pro-Poor  Agenda



The past decade and the election of President George Weah fosters 
the argument of ?Growth without development? because between 
2003 to 2013, Liberia experienced an impressive GDP growth from 
$416,000,000 million to $2.1 billion U.S. dollars, climbing to an 
estimated 8.9 percent. However, the poor remained food insecure, 
the education system was defined as a ?mess?, border security was 
deficient, maternal mortality rate remained one of the highest in the 
world, infant mortality rate was also ranked among the highest in the 
world, the country experienced housing shortages and weaknesses in 
the health care system were exposed during the Ebola epidemic 
where 4,810 people died. 

Today, President Weah?s focus on a pro-poor growth strategy is 
directed to helping a majority of the poor in rural parts of Liberia 
benefit from economic growth.  Simply stated, President Weah?s 
pro-poor economic growth strategy should be a set of fiscal policies 
that drive economic growth and lead to measurable poverty 
reduction in rural communities where you will find most of the poor 
families in Liberia. 

We can use an absolute definition of pro-poor that says every poor 
household in Liberia will enjoy a positive benefit from the country?s 
economic growth. That is, economic benefits to the poor must be 
much greater than the economic benefits received by the non-poor. 
The key here is to reduce economic inequality.  
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HELPING THE POOR IN RURAL 
COMMUNITIES

Since pro-poor deals with poverty reduction, we can agree that pro-poor or poverty reduction is 
nothing new to Liberia. As a matter-of-fact, over the past decade, Liberia has maintained a mandatory 
pro-poor agenda known as the poverty reduction strategy (PRS) which is instituted by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF). Thus, the pro-poor agenda is not a new concept. 

Liberia?s first PRS was instituted back in 2008 and was branded ?Lift Liberia.? In the final assessment 
report, which was led by Dr. James F. Kollie, the government inferred that outcomes were ?partly 
satisfactory? in areas of health, water and sanitation, business and private sector, and civil service 
reform. However, the rhetoric did not match the consequences felt by people living in Monrovia and  
many rural communities throughout Liberia. In the end, the IMF conceded that the report did not 
match the realities. 

Measur ing Pro-Poor  Policies
Now that we have a definition of what constitutes a pro-poor agenda, let us establish a measure and 
definition of what constitutes being poor in Liberia. With a definition of poor, we will be able to assess 
whether the pro-poor agenda is working or not.  Let us first agree that being poor has to do with 
economic power, or an individual?s ability to obtain necessities including food, health care, education 
and being able to pay for a place to live. In Liberia, a person is poor if they cannot enjoy the country?s 
minimum standard of living. That is, anyone without an income to obtain these necessities when they 
need it, falls within our definition of being poor.  We can use an index including Liberia's Gross National 
Income or Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) ? to measure the effectiveness of poverty reduction policies 
and determine whether the pro-poor agenda is working. For this, we can rely on IBRD (International 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development) better known as the World Bank, the Federal Reserve 
Economic Data bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the United Nations databases. Many 
studies measure the pro-poorness of growth by the changes in the GINI index. The good news is, a 
pro-poor policy framework has worked very well in certain parts of the world. Moreover, it is highly 
probable that Liberia?s President, George M. Weah, will be successful at reducing poverty in many parts 
of Liberia using successful frameworks. 



Several Asian, African, and Latin American countries have 
implemented successful pro-poor policies. Over the past months, 
Kennedy and Williams  conducted  research, compiled evidence of the 
best pro-poor approaches, and developed policy frameworks to 
launch a successful pro-poor policy program in Liberia.  Our key 
findings include, the importance of good governance for economic 
development and reconceptualizing the economic diversification. 
However, our research also shows several examples of developing 
countries that have experienced successful economic growth and 
achieve a pro-poor agenda before even successfully  developing the 
components of good governance. So, the good news is, empirical 
evidence shows a pro-poor agenda could be  successfully 
implemented. 

To succeed, for example, the Government of Liberia (GoL) must 
re-frame all public works projects by linking their outcomes directly to 
social and economic policies. These policies must be developed and 
communicated by the Minister of Public Works. The policies must be 
aligned with the day-to-day activities that everyone in the ministry is 
doing.  One approach is to develop a Balanced Scorecard that links 
each project or outcome to the pro-poor agenda.  Next, the GoL 
needs competent bureaucrats to develop workforce development 
strategies that are geared towards disadvantaged groups especially in  
rural communities. The government needs to institute the Weberian 
bureaucracy or Max Weber Theory of management. (For more details 
on the public works policy framework , Max Weber 's theory, and 
workforce development strategies, please read Kennedy and Williams' 
Workforce Development Strategy Paper ? February 2018).

Addi t i onal  St r ategies Include: 

1. Temporary livelihood protection  (Read the full report on Kennedy 
and Williams? website). 

2. Abolish price controls on goods and services ? (See Kennedy and 
Williams? economic development policy framework, 2017). 

3. Stabilize inflation (removing the anti pro-poor tax). 

4. Liberalize foreign trade ? see a summary of Kennedy and Williams 
proposal on implementing the African Growth and Opportunity Act 
(AGOA) for Liberia. 

5. Create pro-poor affordable housing ? see section II which offers a 
step-by-step implementation plan for a pro-poor housing program. 

6. Implement a pro-poor agriculture program and land reform ? see 
Section III Rebuilding the Agriculture Sector One Farm At a Time.
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"THE GOOD NEWS IS, 
EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE 
SHOWS A PRO-POOR 
AGENDA COULD BE 
SUCCESSFULLY 
IMPLEMENTED"
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Instead of income, one can use 
consumption to measure pover ty.  

Pro-Poor  Success St rat egies and 
Im plem ent at ion Plans

Kick ing Pr o-Poor  i nto Over dr ive w i th  Ex por t -Dr iven Pol i cies and 
Land Refor m
One key policy the GoL could implement to kick the pro-poor agenda into overdrive is to implement an 
export-led expansion policy. However, Mexico, Malaysia, and Hungary all have similar levels of export 
policies that are a percentage of their GDP.  Still, they all enjoy very different economic growth rates.  

An export-driven policy using the American Growth and Opportunity Act and foreign direct investment 
from Europe must include a workforce development strategy to create income equality in rural 
communities. By creating a policy that brings industries to many rural areas in Liberia, where there is 
ample supply of labor, albeit unskilled, the GoL will have a positive impact on the key measures of 
pro-poor growth. 

Today, land reform is a contentious and controversial subject in Liberia. Evidence shows land reform is a 
precondition for successful economic development; still, some have argued that land reform unavoidably 
brings political turmoil which tends to disrupt a pro-poor growth strategy. There is a body of literature in 
international development studies that show it was successful land reform in many African and Asian 
countries that led to pro-poor economic growth and poverty reduction (see World Bank, 2006). For a 
detailed plan on how land reform changed several countries by increasing agriculture outputs see Kennedy and 
Williams Economic Diversification Plan. 

Kick ing Pro-Poor  Int o Overdr ive



Consider  the old proverb, "Give a man a f ish, and you feed him for  a day. 
I f  you teach him to catch a f ish you feed him for  a l i fetime." 

Government hand-outs essential ly ki l ls pro-poor  grow th str ategies 
because i t is not sustainable.  

The Center  for  Innovation and Social Re-engineer ing Ini tiative (CISR) w i l l  
develop a fr amework for  r ural communities that would provide small 
stat-up investments to viable projects. Unlike the Pr ivate Sector  
Development Ini tiative (PSDI) loan scheme that was r igged w ith fr aud and 
mismanagement.  The CISR w i l l  apply Max Weber  theor y of good 
governance fr amework by creating a web por tal that l ists ever y 
par ticipant or  investor  and their  r espective project. 

For  a detai led descr iption of the CISR - please contact Kennedy and 
Wil l iams.
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The Center  for  Innovat ion and Social  
Re-engineer ing
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Conclusion: Under standing 
and Im plem ent ing Pr o-Poor

Understanding Pro-Poor

This article presented a clear 
definition of what a pro-poor 
agenda looks like and how it is 
measured. While this article is 
simply a synopsis of a much 
broader investigation and policy 
paper on the topic, this summary 
is designed to encourage debates 
while focusing on economic 
equality.  

The author argues that the 
pro-poor agenda of President 
Weah is achievable provided the 
government puts in place policies 
that integrate economic growth 
with poverty reduction in rural 
communities. The government 
must mobilize and encourage 
various ministries to develop 
balanced scorecards that will help 
them carry out social policy 
functions for poverty reduction 
while creating social protection. 
Contained within the context of 
economic growth and poverty 
reduction, the author argues that 
the government must modify its 
governance structure, develop 
sustainable incentives and 
sanctions through its center for 
social re-engineering. To ensure 
the government does not fall into 
the growth without development 
trap, the government must 
coordinate efforts in developing 
the health care system, improving 
formal education, addressing 
food security, and reducing infant 
and mortality rates through 
adequate policy frameworks. 

  

  

Im plem ent ing t he Pro-Poor  Agenda

GOVERNMENT HANDOUTS KILL 
PRO-POOR GROWTH STRATEGIES

CREATE A CENTER FOR INNOVATION 
THAT IS NOT BASED ON 
PATRONAGE (LESSONS FROM 
GROWTH WITHOUT DEVELOPMENT)
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