
 I 

      

 

UNRISD 
UNITED NATIONS RESEARCH INSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Literature Review: Social Protection of the  
Rural Population 

 

 

 

Nicola Wermer  
 
 
 
 

background paper commissioned for the 

UNRISD Flagship Report on Poverty 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

September 2008  ▪  Geneva 



 II 

 

 
 
 
The United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) is an autonomous 
agency engaging in multidisciplinary research on the social dimensions of contemporary development 
issues. Its work is guided by the conviction that, for effective development policies to be formulated, an 
understanding of the social and political context is crucial. The Institute attempts to provide govern-
ments, development agencies, grassroots organizations and scholars with a better understanding of 
how development policies, and processes of economic and social change, affect different social 
groups. Working through an extensive network of national research centres, UNRISD aims to promote 
original research and strengthen research capacity in developing countries. 
 
Research programmes include: Civil Society and Social Movements; Democracy, Governance and 
Well-Being; Gender and Development; Identities, Conflict and Cohesion; Markets, Business and 
Regulation; and Social Policy and Development. 
 
A list of the Institute’s free and priced publications can be obtained by contacting the Reference Cen-
tre. 
 

UNRISD, Palais des Nations 
1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland 

 
Tel: (41 22) 9173020 
Fax: (41 22) 9170650 

E-mail: info@unrisd.org 
Web: http://www.unrisd.org 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright  ©  United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD).  
 
This is not a formal UNRISD publication. The responsibility for opinions expressed in signed studies 
rests solely with their author(s), and availability on the UNRISD Web site (www.unrisd.org) does not 
constitute an endorsement by UNRISD of the opinions expressed in them. No publication or distribu-
tion of these papers is permitted without the prior authorization of the author(s), except for personal 
use. 

 

 
 



 III 

Table of Contents 

 
List of Abbreviations 

 

Introduction           1 

 

1. Social Protection and the Rural Poor       2 
 

1.1. What is Rural?          2 
1.2. Who are the Rural Poor?        3 
1.3. Social Protection and Rural Poverty       4 

 

2. Historical Background of Development Policies in the Rural Sector  6 

 
2.1. Green Revolution         6 
2.2. Basic Needs Strategy and Integrated Rural Development Projects   8 
2.3. Era of Structural Adjustment       9 
2.4. Sustainable Livelihood Approach       11 
2.5. Marginal Mainstreaming of Rural Development in Poverty     12 

  Reduction Strategies 

 

3. Social Protection Schemes for the Rural Population     13 

 
3.1. Old-Age Protection         13 
3.1.1. The Growing Need for Old-Age Security of the Elderly Rural Poor  14 
3.1.2. Criticism of UNC Pensions and Targeted Schemes       14 
3.1.3  Why do UNC Pensions Make Sense for Rural Old-Age Protection  15 
3.1.4  Financing UNC Pensions        16 
3.1.5. Overcoming Administration and Extension Issues    16 
3.1.6  Namibia’s Universal Pension Scheme      17 
3.1.7. Nepal’s Universal Pension Scheme      18 
 

3.2. Health Protection         19 
 3.2.1. Universal Health Coverage        20 

3.2.2. The New Rural Cooperative Medical Insurance (NRCMI) in China  21 
3.2.3. General Difficulties in Designing Health Insurance Schemes for the 
        Rural Population         22 
3.2.4. The Yeshasvini Health Insurance Scheme for Rural Farmers in India  23 
3.2.5. Community Based Health Insurance Schemes     24 
3.2.6. Community-based Insurance Scheme in Senegal    25 

 

4. Concluding Remarks         26 
 

References           27 
 
 
    



 IV 

List of Abbreviations 

 
CDO    Chief District Officer 

CPP    Comprehensive Package Programme 

FHPL    Family Health Plan Lieutenant 

GDP    Gross Domestic Product 

HYV    High Yield Varieties 

IFAD     International Fund for Agricultural Development 

ILO    International Labour Organisation 

IMF    International Monetary Fund 

IRD    Integrated Rural Development  

MHSS    Ministry of Health and Social Services 

NGO    Non-Governmental Organisation 

NPS    National Pension Scheme 

NRCMI   New Rural Cooperative Medical Insurance 

OPM    Office of the Prime Minister 

PRSPs    Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers 

RMCI    Rural Cooperative Medical Insurance 

SAP    Structural Adjustment Programmes 

SIDA    Swedish International Development Authority 

SL    Sustainable Livelihood 

TDA    Third Party Administrator 

UN    United Nations 

UNC    Universal Non-Contributory 

UNCED   United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisa-

tion 

UPM    United Cash Pay Masters 

USAID   United States Agency for International Development 

VDC    Village Development Committees 

WCED    World Commission on Environment and Development  



 1 

  

 

Introduction 

 
Poverty reduction is now at the core of development policy-making and a key commitment of 

the international community. Poverty in developing countries is predominantly a rural phe-

nomenon. The 2001 IFAD Rural Poverty Report states that of the 1.2 billion human beings 

who live in extreme poverty about three quarters live in rural areas. It is also estimated that 

for the next two decades, the majority of the population living in developing countries will 

continue to be rural. Consequently, achieving the targets of poverty reduction set by the inter-

national community for the year 2015 will require particular emphasis on rural areas. Despite 

their importance, rural people in developing countries still tend to be neglected in the fight 

against poverty.  

 

One important emerging component of development policy to address poverty in developing 

countries is social protection. Social protection of the rural population in developing countries 

as a tool for poverty reduction is still scarce. There is only a small amount of  literature that 

deals with this specific and crucial subject.   

 

This paper aims to overview some of  the existing literature on social protection mechanisms 

for the rural poor in the field of old-age protection and health protection as well as their possi-

ble effects on poverty reduction. It examines shortcomings and difficulties in the provision of 

social protection mechanisms for the rural poor as well as possible ways of how to overcome 

some of these obstacles. 

 

In order to examine rural social protection mechanisms, it is indispensible to understand what 

“rural” is, who the “rural poor” are and consequently which difficulties arise in rural social 

protection. Therefore, the first section of this paper elaborates on these issues. The second 

chapter aims to examine dominant rural development schemes in development history. Old-

age protection and health protection schemes benefiting the rural poor are presented in the 

third section. The paper closes with some concluding remarks on social protection of the rural 

poor.  
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1. Social Protection and the Rural Poor 

 

1.1. What is “Rural”? 
 
The definition of rural as opposed to urban is important in the measurement and fight against 

rural poverty. Even though it seems easy to think of what rural is, a universal definition does 

not exist, since different countries have different perceptions and definitions of rurality. 

Hence, what “rural” is may already be politically or administratively defined making mean-

ingful international comparison difficult.   

 

According to Anríquez and Stamoulis there are two main methods to define rural in practice. 

One methodology is to use a geopolitical definition that defines all of the state, region, and 

district capitals as urban and by exclusion defines all of the rest as rural. Countries like Co-

lombia, El Salvador, Dominican Republic and Paraguay are using this methodology. However 

with this definition populations that live outside the geopolitical limit of a city (especially in a 

growing city) are miscounted as rural, while populations living in small municipalities in 

sparsely populated regions are miscounted as urban (Anríquez/ Stamoulis 2007: 4). 

 

The second methodology uses population agglomerations to define rural. Populations that live 

within an area where populations are larger than for example 2500 inhabitants are considered 

urban, while by exclusion the rest is defined as rural. Since it establishes a clear threshold, this 

method seems more feasible. Although, this threshold varies around the world, which makes 

international comparison difficult (Anríquez/ Stamoulis 2007: 4). In Mexico for example the 

borderline is 2500 persons or fewer, in Nigeria 10 000 or more (IFAD 2001: 17). Borderline 

problems lead to overestimates of the urban population. Since annual population growth in 

most developing countries has been around 2-3%, many places may exceed the rural-urban 

borderline, even though they hardly change their lifestyle (IFAD 2001: 18). This indicates that 

rural populations could be larger than what official figures indicate. The lower the rural-urban 

threshold is set, the fewer people are classified as rural and consequently the lower is the 

share of public expenditure allocated to rural areas. 

 

There is another less often used methodology which is nonetheless worth mentioning in view 

of its relevance for social protection and rural poverty analysis. This method considers the 

availability of services to define rural/urban. For example in Honduras, an area is considered 
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to be urban if, (in addition to having a population of 2000 inhabitants), it possesses services of 

education and health infrastructure (Anríquez/ Stamoulis 2007: 4). This definition is espe-

cially useful for a comparative perspective on rural poverty and social protection. 

 

Atchoarena and Gasperini suggest the following multi-criteria approach for defining rural ar-

eas:    

1. settlements of low density; 

2. a place where activities are affected by a high transaction cost, associated with long 

distance from cities and poor infrastructures; 

3. a space where human settlement and infrastructure occupy only a small share of the 

landscape; 

4. places where most people work on farms; 

5. natural environment dominated by pastures, forests, mountains and deserts; 

6. the availability of land at a relatively low cost (Atchoarena/Gasperini 2003: 21). 

 

1.2 Who are the “Rural Poor”? 

 
After having clarified the term “rural”, it is indispensable to also understand who the people 

living in rural areas, often called the “rural poor”, are. Frequently, rural dwellers in develop-

ing countries are treated as a homogeneous group despite their diverse entities and different 

determinants of their poverty status. According to Okidegbe, the “rural poor” can be broadly 

divided into five categories (Okidegbe 2001): 

 

1. the landless (those without any crop land);  

2. those with a low asset base, or smallholders (farmers with up to two hectares of crop-

land); 

3. pastoralists (those who are not settled in any specific area and who derive most of their 

income from pastoral livestock);  

4. rural women (especially women-headed households) and  

5. ethnic minorities and indigenous populations. 

 

Generally, the rural poor are characterized by their weak access to social, economic, financial 

and political assets. Furthermore, their high levels of vulnerability to risk and uncertainty, and 

exclusion by social, administrative and political processes are typical characteristics (Farring-

ton/Gill 2002: 2). The majority of rural poor are located in “difficult areas”, which can be de-
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fined by having 1) a low agricultural potential (owing to combinations of climatic, soils and 

disease problems), 2) a fragile ecology, 3) a weak infrastructure, 4) a highly fragmented and 

weakly functioning markets as well as 5) a poor connectivity to national, regional and global 

markets (ebd.). 

 

1.3. Social Protection and Rural Poverty 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, claims that “everyone, as a member of so-

ciety, has the right to social security [...]” (article 22), and further refers to the right to neces-

sary social services, to security in the case of sickness, disability, old age and unemployment  

(article 25). The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966, rec-

ognizes “the right of everyone to social security, including social insurance” (article 9). 

 

The rural population in developing countries are usually exposed to a variety of risks.1 Rural 

dwellers have little or no security of employment or income. Their earnings fluctuate and tend 

to be very low. A brief period of incapacity can leave the worker and her or his family without 

enough income to live on. The sickness of a family member can result in costs which destroy 

the delicate balance of the household budget. Work in the informal economy is often intrinsi-

cally hazardous. Women face additional disadvantages such as dismissal when pregnant. The 

following table shows the specific vulnerability of rural populations in developing countries.  

 
 

                                                
1 Using the term “risks” in the table below does not imply that the author adopts the World Bank approach on 

social protection. 
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