Appeal to BBC Trust against decisions of Editorial Complaints Unit

August 2015
BBC coverage of global poverty

Accuracy and impartiality
Complainant:  Matt Berkley


Scope of complaint 

All complaints which the Editorial Complaints Unit has refused to answer, and:


More or Less, World Service/Radio 4 
3 December 2007,  3 March 2012, 10 March 2012, 3 November 2012 
and associated material, including: 


"Dollar Benchmark" article 9 March 2012. 
Current "Editor's Choice" for global poverty as of August 2015. 
English version amended November 2012 following complaint. 
Spanish version not amended.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-17312819

http://web.archive.org/web/20120309155550/http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-17312819

http://www.bbc.co.uk/mundo/movil/noticias/2012/03/120309_economia_politica_un_dolar_bd.shtml

More or Less, 3 November 2012

"Are one in eight Australians poor?"  article 10/11 November 2012, amended following complaint.

http://newsdiffs.org/diff/96619/96817/www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-20255904 

“When a dollar a day means 25 cents”
Mukul Devichand, Reporter, BBC Radio 4's More or Less 

2 December 2007

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/7122356.stm

More or Less, Radio 4

3 December 2007 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/media/avdb/news/uk/audio/139000/nb/139227_au_nb.asx

[Note:  The BBC has not answered, or even substantially acknowledged, the other complaints on More or Less editions of:  11 April 2014 to head of Editorial Complaints Unit, 16 May 2014 via complaints web form, 3 July 2015 via complaints web form.]


A Dollar a Day World Service documentary series 2007-9 and associated material

The programme page for More or Less of 3 March 2012 invited the public to listen to this series.

https://web.archive.org/web/20120306112550/http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p00p34zj

Department of Economic and Social Affairs

Rethinking Poverty
Report on the World Social Situation 2010
United Nations
New York, 2009
Chapter 3: The poverty of poverty measurement 
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/rwss/docs/2010/fullreport.pdf
[UNDESA report authors:]

"...with their serious distortions arising from known methodological problems, the numbers provided often have little utility and may actually serve to mislead, albeit unwittingly, as highlighted by a pioneer in poverty studies:

[Quoting Peter Townsend:]

"The World Bank’s adoption of the crude criterion of $1 ....without regard to the changing conditions of needs and markets, affronts science as it affronts reasoned development of priorities in international policies.


2000: Guardian article on World Bank poverty claim:  they look at "income" but urbanisation, rent, childcare needs etc may mean poor not better off. 

2000:  In 2015, complainant cannot find accurate BBC reports of Millennium pledges.


2000, August:  Jonathan Morduch, Claire Melamed etc are warned that statistics look better if poor die.

2002: BBC are warned that statistics look better if poor die.

2003-6:  BBC are warned that World Bank statistics are not reliable, not based on need or relevant prices. 


2003: Guardian, Monbiot article: World Bank does not have prices faced by the poor.


2004: BBC MDG website gives wrong baseline for leaders' pledges of 2000.

2005:  BBC Editorial Complaints Unit overvalues "$1/day" by around 80-200%.


2006: BBC repeats FAO's wrong, easier baseline for World Food Summit pledge.

2007, November:  Letter in Financial Times: World Bank do not have prices faced by poor or estimate needs.

2007, December: More or Less. Presenter/scriptwriter is ex-World Bank, Financial Times leader writer on global economics.
"How much is $1/day really worth?"  
Programme hears only from World Bank and ex-World Bank economists. 
Falsely claims to have figures on purchasing power of poor. 

2007-9: World Service documentary series overvalues dollar by 80-200%.

In 2008 the series wrongly states "the global poverty line takes in the cost of shelter, clothing and other basics; looking at it that way, the World Bank says the decline...". 


2012: More or Less "assesses how poverty is measured, as World Bank releases new estimates".
Falsely claims World Bank $1 team collected prices and "calculated" what "you would need" for comparable basket of "essential goods".  "There we are, the target's been met"
Omits the intense criticism of World Bank on prices, needs, reliability. 

Complaint:  “The BBC appears never to have reported correctly the facts about official claims of progress on global poverty since 2000.” 

2014: BBC is warned that More or Less gave wrong baseline for Millennium pledges.


2014:  More or Less presenter/scriptwriter is session chairman and keynote speaker at World Bank.


2014, 11 April: More or Less claims to have "covered" criticism of World Bank line. 


2014, 16 May:  More or Less assesses claim by researchers at organisation headed by ex-Chief Economist of World Bank, based on World Bank statistics and World-Bank-hosted price data.  Programme hears from one of these researchers and Chief Economist of World Bank.  

I propose that the BBC broadcast corrections.
The complaint of 27 May 2012 and the additions of 1 November 2012 in the email to Mr Vadon constituted the complaint at stage 1a.  


The Trust has promised the public that all complaints will be read to determine seriousness.  I propose that any complaints rejected by the BBC on the basis of lateness be reviewed. 

The Trust has promised the public that complaints sent to other parts of the BBC will be forwarded to Audience Services.   I have already explained to the Trust Unit why I sent complaints to parts of the BBC other than the central point:  I received hardly any answers that way.  

I propose that I have yet to receive decisions on material sent to the Editorial Complaints Unit, despite explanation of the reasons why I was sending th



The complaint of a "persistent" error on 

Grounds for appeal include: 

Potential breaches are serious enough in context of BBC's overall coverage on global poverty to warrant consideration of older material.  

Material has been current:  Editor's Choice.  

ECU did not answer complaints on impartiality despite reminder?
Did not consider cumulative effect of errors:  may have misunderstood complaint as claiming many breaches, rather than the overall effect of several problems being to cause breach. 

Material on UN baselines  -  1. Public information from the BBC is that older material will be read to determine seriousness.   2.    3.  Sent to other areas because complaints system did not work in cases.. as stated in email to Trust Unit...

All other complaints to which ECU considers it has given a final answered

I propose that Trustees concentrate on the precise complaints and evidence. 

The problem with saying these were "editorial decisions" not ...

is that then is it duly accurate to make that decision if other BBC output also makes it?   Makes no sense if trustees make assessment out of proper context.  

These are in part technical complaints needing technical knowledge to answer.  

I see no evidence that the BBC put the complaints even to the programme's resident expert and possible scriptwriter, an ex-World Bank economist.   

The editor who answered the complaint had not been credited with a role on this edition:  the editor was listed as Nicola Meyrick.  

"The simplest way for me to do something is for me to write the script..."

http://www.statisticsviews.com/details/feature/4455321/Radio-4s-More-or-Less-Behind-the-scenes-with-presenter-Tim-Harford.html

Impartiality of More or Less on World Bank:

3 March 2012: Ex-World Bank presenter: 

"basket of essential goods [!] ...used since a couple of decades ago [!]...World Bank says...there we are - the target’s been met"

9 March 2012:  World Bank has "consumption data" [!]


10 March 2012:  

"we investigate whether the [UN water] target's been met...small print...not entirely true, is it?"

Life expectancy programme March 2015:  "dodgy data"

Famine programme:  considers definition.


On global wages: "ILO relying on patchy statistics"

BBC: "Basket of essential goods...how much you could...basket of food"

World Bank official methodology paper: 



“Having converted the international poverty line at PPP to local currency in 2005, we convert it to the prices prevailing at each survey date using the most appropriate available country-specific CPI.The weights in this index may or may not accord well with consumer budget shares at the poverty line. “

"as was argued in RDV [ie as the “dollar a day” team stated in 1991], the weights attached to

different commodities in the conventional PPP rate may not be appropriate for the poor "

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DEC/Resources/DevelopingworldispoorerQJE.pdf

UN Statistics Division official description of MDG indicator: 

"PPP rates were designed for comparing aggregates from national accounts, they were not intended for making international poverty comparisons. PPPs are based on prices of goods and services that may not be representative of the consumption baskets of the poor, so they may not fully reflect the relative price level faced by very poor consumers. As a result, there is no certainty that an international poverty line measures the same degree of need or deprivation across countries."

http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Metadata.aspx

World Bank

Handbook on Poverty and Inequality - ISBN: 9780821376133 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPA/Resources/429966-1259774805724/Poverty_Inequality_Handbook_Ch10.pdf
"there are a number of methodological problems of which one needs to be aware.  The first problem is that the computation of PPP exchange rates is based on comparing the costs, in different countries, of a basket of goods and services...that reflects the average consumption patterns in a country. This is not generally appropriate when our concern is with comparing living standards for the poor"

For the edition of 10 March 2012 on water, More or Less looked at what Bristol University staff said.

What had Peter Townsend, of the Townsend Centre at Bristol say about the "dollar a day" about whose methods More or Less had, and sought, no criticism at all?

Farce.

"If measurement is arbitrary and irrational, it is impossible either to concoct the right policies for the alleviation or eradication of poverty, or monitor their effects closely. Thus criticism of the World Bank’s adoption of the crude criterion of $1 a day....without regard to the changing conditions of needs and markets, has now become widespread...

....to go on using a "static" standard of need at 1985...prices, unadjusted to changes in living conditions, working practices, community relationships, new technologies, wider communication, private and public sector organisation, laws and markets, becomes unreal. In every country people have experience of goods, activities and services that gradually disappear and of others that gradually appear. Some items once free have to be paid for. ....the way poverty is measured underpins every report on the subject, and every analysis of cause and effective policy. 

In such a light price-indexing in 2000 what could be purchased, and what was needed, in 1985, as a measure of poverty has entered the realms of statistical farce."

"The World Bank...All these are absolute income standards...absolute standards of poverty are creepy...
The US definition....the threshold has changed only to take account of inflation. ...This cannot be right."
Tim Harford
2008
http://timharford.com/2008/07/at-last-a-sensible-way-to-measure-poverty/

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/2124e920-5158-11dd-b751-000077b07658.html

World Bank official methodology paper on method which uses household surveys to estimate global poverty:

"imputed rents for owner-occupied housing...none of these are included in consumption

aggregates from standard household surveys."

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DEC/Resources/DevelopingworldispoorerQJE.pdf

"Comparisons of countries at different levels of development also pose a potential problem because of differences in the relative importance of consumption of nonmarket goods. The local market value of all consumption in kind (including own production, particularly important in underdeveloped rural economies) should be included in total consumption expenditure. Similarly, imputed profit from the production of nonmarket goods should be included in income. This is not always done, though such omissions were a far bigger problem in surveys before the 1980s. Most survey data now include valuations for consumption or income from own production. Nonetheless, valuation methods vary. For example, some surveys use the price in the nearest market, while others use the average farmgate selling price."

http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Metadata.aspx

The comparison problem the UN mentions here is that in "more developed" countries fewer produce their own food.

Clearly, this problem applies often to claims about how much people are better off, comparing of countries' past - or in this case the world's past - with the present.  

More or Less, November 2012: 

"...measure poverty in absolute terms.  This is where the poverty line depends on the minimum acceptable standard of living  - whether you've got enough money  to have a certain level of shelter, clothing and health care, for example.  And this is a constant across countries so it's more easily comparable. The most common measure of absolute poverty is living on less than a dollar 25 a day."   

More or Less:  "We've got some good news on that Millennium Goal"

Research Director of World Bank:  "We think...

Ex-World Bank presenter, future session chairman at World Bank conference:  "There we are, the target's been met"

"... the bad news on that Millennium Goal - it's income poverty, it's employment and it's nutrition.  And on the second two we are way behind." Jayati Ghosh. 

Guardian podcast on same World Bank news, 27 March 2012:

http://download.guardian.co.uk/audio/kip/global-development/series/global-development-podcast/1332853395540/1731/gdn.gdv.120327.ic.Global_Development2.mp3

“There we are, the target's been met"

"it would be better to have PPPs [purchasing power parity rates] designed for poverty measurement, weighted to the consumption bundle of people near the poverty line".

"deeply flawed and unreliable measure of poverty....free or affordable health services and education, and reasonable living environments and working conditions...are not reflected in poverty figures, wherever the threshold is set"

New Internationalist/New Economics Foundation

  http://newint.org/features/special/2010/07/01/poverty-line-definition/

  http://www.neweconomics.org/publications/how-poor-is-poor

"The World Bank Poverty Line was not set by the Bank’s defining a poverty budget along the lines of the respectability or subsistence baskets."

"The World Bank Poverty Line has been highly controversial ...it was not set equal to the cost of a specified basket."  

"the set of prices indexed is broader than the range of goods purchased by the poor–and, hence, distorting."

"...updating the line over time raises analogous problems since inflation rates differ between countries and national prices indices differ from those relevant to the poor, so the effects are not captured by the evolution of the PPP exchange rates.  These problems could all be avoided by defining poverty explicitly in terms of a basket of goods...."

"While the World Bank refuses to propose a basket of goods to define the international

poverty line..."

"Most development people confidently cite global statistics without knowing what they are based on.  ....

As only one tiny example, the poverty count is sensitive to a mostly-made-up number that is incomparable across countries: the imputed rent to housing."

William Easterly, New York University

Don’t cite global numbers unless you know they’re trustworthy (They usually aren’t) http://aidwatchers.com/2010/01/don%E2%80%99t-cite-global-numbers-unless-you-know-they%E2%80%99re-trustworthy-they-usually-aren%E2%80%99t/

"Global poverty counts based on $1 a day are virtually meaningless. They are neither based on a common ‘poverty consumption’ bundle of goods and services nor apply conversion factors with commodity weights and prices that reflect the consumption basket of the poor."

T.  N. Srinivasan, Yale University

www.ipc-undp.org/pub/IPCPovertyInFocus4.pdf

" PPP rates are based on prices and weigths of commodities that are not representative of the consumption baskets of poor people."

Since an internationally accepted poverty

bundle does not exist, it makes no sense

to simply convert $1 a day to local

currency values using PPP exchange rates

that reflect world market price changes

with no relevance to the poor. 

http://millenniumindicators.un.org/unsd/mdg/Metadata.aspx?IndicatorId=0&SeriesId=580 

"PPPs are based on prices of goods and services that may not be representative of the consumption baskets of the poor, so they may not fully reflect the relative price level faced by very poor consumers. As a result, there is no certainty that an international poverty line measures the same degree of need or deprivation across countries."

the quality of consumer price indexes around the world varies widely, which may affect the reliability of extrapolations over long periods and comparisons across countries. Consumer price indexes can be particularly problematic when the specification of goods included in consumer price surveys and the expenditure weights used to aggregate prices have not been updated in a long time. Furthermore, unlike the International Comparison Program price surveys, products priced in the consumer price index may be loosely defined and may differ in characteristics from one part of the country to another.

Most 

(sic)

survey data now

(sic)

 include valuations for consumption or income from own production. 

Signposts for More or Less

"Tim Harford investigates numbers in the news. Numbers are used in every area of public debate. But are they always reliable?"

iTunes - Podcasts - More or Less: Behind the Stats

https://itunes.apple.com/nz/podcast/more-or-less-behind-the-stats/id267300884

"In my role as nitpicker..."

Tim Harford, More or Less 8 May 2008

"Speaking truth to power" 

Tim Harford, More or Less 15 April 2011

"On the peer-less More or Less, @timharford asks how useful a benchmark is the global poverty line of a dollar a day?" http://bbc.in/xoN2SW 

https://twitter.com/BBC_Future/status/176661331045388288

Other introductions by presenters of More or Less:

"never peddles subprime numbers"

"statistical sleuths"

"the show that does for statistics what Sherlock does for crimes"

"an evangelist for the power of economics, wisely used"

Tim Harford — Biography

http://timharford.com/etc/biography/

"actually there is a - I know this is such a BBC thing to say - public service mission to be fulfilled in educating people about economics."

Interview with Tim Harford

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/feature.html?ie=UTF8&docId=1000506053

"Harford of the Financial Times, who was another panellist at the LSE debate, had something to say about that. Long may academic economics remain impenetrably opaque, he declared. It left a very lucrative gap in the market for people like him to step in as "translators"..."

26 June 2008

www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/402499.article 

Some audience perceptions of More or Less:

"More or Less, which questions and debunks official statistics in the news" 

results.ref.ac.uk/DownloadFile/ImpactCaseStudy/pdf .  "The Research Excellence Framework (REF) is the new system for assessing the quality of research in UK higher education institutions." http://www.ref.ac.uk/

London South Bank University lists More or Less podcasts under "Reading Lists".

http://readinglists.lsbu.ac.uk/items/F3526FE9-69DC-1E54-8025-867B69A8E40F.html

"Welcome to The University of Manchester

Dear Research Student...A good radio programme about social statistics is called ‘More or Less’ ...‘More or Less’ is an Open University programme. It explains the statistics reported in the media and used in shaping policy."

PhD programme 2013

documents.manchester.ac.uk/display.aspx%3FDocID%3D16926 

"Civil servants should challenge ministers who cynically misuse statistics. The BBC should promote More or Less to BBC One. ...

Chief Executive, NatCen Social Research"

http://www.natcen.ac.uk/news-media/press-releases/2015/january/letter-to-the-guardian-on-the-use-of-statistics-in-politics/

If it is not important that the BBC has falsely claimed the World Bank used a "basket of food", why do academics say it is?

BBC:  "An influential voice in the campaign to redefine the word [poverty] for the 20th Century was Professor Peter Townsend, a left-wing academic who founded the Child Poverty Action Group in 1965."
14 June 2012

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-18440434

"Over two decades the bank has also failed to correct its own poverty estimates reliably for inflation."
Peter Townsend

theguardian.com/commentisfree/2009/feb/19/world-bank-reform-recession 

"Tim Harford assesses how global poverty is measured, and asks how useful a benchmark is the 'dollar a day' global poverty line?"

https://www.facebook.com/bbcbusiness/posts/361956203836252  March 10, 2012 

"there is no graver cause than extreme poverty"

"it's pretty difficult to make sensible comparisons of housing costs [across EU countries]."
Tim Harford

More or Less 8 May 2008, at 3 minutes 

"...it is hard not to question the validity of the global poverty statistics.  
....whether a child lives below the international poverty line....requires a large amount of information, elaborate calculations and complex modelling; all of which involves making assumptions – about the value of own-produced consumption, imputed rent of own-occupied housing, income distribution, and other made-up numbers. In the end, the final statistic will reflect all incorrect assumptions and inappropriate proxies."

Jan Vandemoortele, 
"co-architect of the Millennium Development Goals".

2012

"Adjusting for purchasing power (how cheap the goods are) across countries is complex and probably impossible.

The details are as incredibly boring as they are hugely consequential.

As only one tiny example, the poverty count is sensitive to a mostly-made-up number that is incomparable across countries: the imputed rent to housing."

William Easterly

Don’t cite global numbers unless you know they’re trustworthy (They usually aren’t)

http://aidwatchers.com/2010/01/don%E2%80%99t-cite-global-numbers-unless-you-know-they%E2%80%99re-trustworthy-they-usually-aren%E2%80%99t/

[Note: It is not clear why they say this about imputed rent.  The researchers themselves state that imputed rent is omitted from surveys.  It may be included in price indexes which affect the claims on poverty or national accounts which may affect extrapolations or distributional assumptions.  However, if this "imputed rent" or "imputed income" is omitted as the researchers say, then it may be that the figures make people look worse off if they buy a home and better off if they have to pay rent - the second of which may happen as "incomes" rise.]

More or Less 8 May 2008 discussed the fact that inflation is not easily measurable because people may substitute one item for another.   The question of what in a later year is equivalent to something in an earlier year - and as easily bought - can often be difficult to answer. 

Letter to Financial Times - the presenter's paper - 2007:  
"the problems with poverty estimates go well beyond the inappropriate nature of the conversion factors used to make such adjustments across currencies, and ultimately reside in the failure to specify an international poverty line (or national poverty lines) that are meaningful in the sense that they correspond to the real cost of achieving basic human requirements (as argued extensively by Thomas Pogge and myself in various published articles)."
Sanjay G. Reddy,

Dept of Economics,

Columbia University

? quote from email to trust re 30 days. 

Trust Review of BBC Complaints Framework:

Conclusions

May 2012

"The Trust was reassured [by the BBC Executive] that all complaints received outside the 30 day limit would be read, in order to determine whether there were sufficient grounds for

investigating them notwithstanding."

More or Less of 3 December 2007 fell within the then-current requirement for complaints as of 27 May 2012, when I made the original complaint.   There was then no 30-day limit - and still is no 30-day limit for serious complaints.  

I did not complain at the time because the BBC stated:


"Sorry, this episode is not currently available on BBC iPlayer Radio"

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b008dkk3 

In fact it was online,


http://www.bbc.co.uk/mediaselector/check/player/nol/newsid_7170000/newsid_7179500?redirect=7179529.stm&news=1&nbwm=1&nbram=1&bbram=1&bbwm=1 

via 


http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/programmes/more_or_less/7124758.stm

It would not be reasonable, in my view, for the BBC to 

In any case, it would seem the complaint should be read to determine seriousness.

Prices


"It must be pointed out that the international poverty line is not based on a global common basket of basic goods and services"


Jan Vandemoortele, UN Development Programme, 2002

http://wstf.go.ke/watersource/Downloads/001.%20Are%20We%20Really%20Reducing%20Global%20Poverty.pdf

"(now $1.25) a day....This methodology... differs from [a method]...in which the poverty income line is measured in terms of a basket of goods needed to meet basic needs."

Canadian Association for the Study of International Development

https://www.casid-acedi.ca/sites/casid-acedi.ca/files/100827%2520-%2520Poverty%2520Report%2520-%2520Final%2520-%2520Small.pdf

"not connected to any basket of goods that makes sense for measuring poverty, such as food and other essentials"

Robert Wade, LSE, 2002

http://www.rba.gov.au/publications/confs/2002/pdf/wade.pdf

"this “basket” does not represent the “basket” of goods and services the poor purchase. It contains services and other non-tradables that the poor do not buy – the poor primarily purchase food"


harvey.binghamton.edu/~nhassoun/Disclaimer_FreeTradePovertyInequality.php


"The $1/day line was not constructed based on a notion of an international basket of goods required to achieve basic capabilities"

http://secap509.un.org/unsd/methods/poverty/2.%20Chapter%202%20(15-06).doc

"PPPs are based on prices of commodities that are not representative of the consumption baskets of the poor"

United Nations Statistics Division

http://millenniumindicators.un.org/unsd/mdg/Metadata.aspx?IndicatorId=0&SeriesId=584 

"computation of PPP exchange rates is based on...basket of goods and services...that reflects the average consumption patterns...This is not generally appropriate when our concern is with comparing living standards for the poor." 

World Bank Handbook on Poverty and Inequality 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPA/Resources/429966-1259774805724/Poverty_Inequality_Handbook_Ch10.pdf

"not constructed based on a notion of an international basket of goods required to achieve basic capabilities" 

UN Handbook on Poverty Methods.  Chapter by Jonathan Morduch: Concepts of Poverty.  
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/methods/poverty/pdf/Chapter-2.pdf


Professor Morduch was quoted in the BBC More or Less article "Dollar Benchmark" of 9 March 2012 which claimed that economists used a "basket of food".  

"not based on a basket of essential goods. For example, the World Bank arbitrarily sets its extreme poverty line at US$ 1 per day"

Canadian Journal of Development Studies 

www.scribd.com/doc/214090824/The-Evolution-of-Poverty-in-Late-20th-Century-Mexico 

"the World Bank refuses to propose a basket of goods to define the international poverty line"

http://www.poverty.ac.uk/editorial/call-improve-global-%E2%80%98poverty-line%E2%80%99-measure

"Over two decades the bank has also failed to correct its own poverty estimates reliably for inflation."

Peter Townsend, LSE/Bristol

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2009/feb/19/world-bank-reform-recession 

"PPPs are based on prices of goods and services that may not be representative of the consumption baskets of the poor"

UN Statistics Division

http://millenniumindicators.un.org/unsd/mdg/Metadata.aspx?IndicatorId=0&SeriesId=580 

"The bank has been developing a measure specifically examining the relative cost of a basket of poverty goods and will be incorporating the result into updates of the poverty counts as soon as next year."

Wall Street Journal

http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB118064578670320492

BBC article 9 May 2012, "Editor's Choice" for global poverty in August 2015:

Clearly indicates that the "dollar a day" economists themselves looked at prices and calculated cost of a "basket of food" from around 1990:

"the World Bank team....Ravallion and his colleagues...the economists calculated a specially-adjusted dollar...they looked at the price...they calculated how much money you would need to buy a comparable basket 
[podcast and Spanish version still say “essential goods”]
...that basket of food" 

In reality the economists who looked at prices were not economists talking about poverty.   



Ravallion and his colleagues said in 1991:

"In converting local poverty lines to a common currency, and indeed for all such comparisons in this study, we have used the estimates presented by Summers and Heston  (1988) of the adjustments to official exchange rates needed to give purchasing  power  parity  (PPP). Ideally  one would  like to  construct  new  PPP rates for the prices  most relevant to the  absolute  poor,  in which the prices of food-staples would clearly carry a high weight." 

BBC 16 September 2014:

"In September 2000, world leaders signed up to a set of eight Millennium Development Goals ...Using 1990 rates as a starting point, the MDG aim has been to cut deaths by two-thirds by the end of 2015."

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-29161620  

"...."halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose income is less than $1 a day". This high-profile target was agreed by the UN General Assembly..."

9 March 2012.  More or Less article.  Dollar benchmark: The rise of the $1-a-day statistic.  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-17312819 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/mundo/noticias/2012/03/120309_economia_politica_un_dolar_bd.shtml

Cited in bestselling book "The Undercover Economist Strikes Back" by Tim Harford.

If that is well sourced as required by BBC editorial guidelines, which is the UN resolution?

Is the BBC referring to the 2005 World Summit Outcome, where the leaders reaffirmed the Declaration?

A Dollar a Day World Service documentary series:

The programme page for More or Less of 3 March 2012 told people to listen to this series. 

The episode of 11 April 2008 wrongly stated that the World Bank claims of global poverty trends were based on costs of shelter and other basics. 

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/podcasts/worldservice/docarchive/docarchive_20080411-2038.mp3  

About 4 minutes from beginning

"China's measure is how much food does a person need for minimal subsistence... the global poverty line takes in the cost of shelter, clothing and other basics; looking at it that way, the World Bank says the decline in poverty isn't quite so steep but it's still the biggest recorded decrease..."

That passage could reasonably, and perhaps most reasonably, be interpreted as saying that for comparisons across countries and across times, the World Bank has looked at 
a) prices faced by the poor for essentials over time and 
b) changes in quantities needed over time.  

Neither is true. 

The material may well also mislead on what national lines are.   

In 2003 I asked Shaohua Chen, half of the Chen-Ravallion team for the official World Bank global claims, about prices relevant to the poor.  She said that relevant prices were rare; and that they had some prices for south-west China.  


So it is hard to see how the BBC was giving a proper account of the Chinese "poverty" line or the World Bank line.  


"When archive material is used to illustrate a current issue or event it must be clearly labelled if there is any risk of misleading the audience."


BBC Editorial Guidelines:  News and Factual Programmes 13.4.5

http://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/page/guidelines-re-use-accuracy 

The BBC has argued that the More or Less material from March 2012 did raise some problems with the line.  


A considerable proportion of the material dealt - misleadingly - with the fact that the dollar was not a real dollar.

But there would have been no need to explain this if the BBC had described the dollar correctly in its reports.  

Complaints about inaccuracy cannot sensibly be read as about anything other than BBC output in context   The context here is that it is the BBC’s own errors - as in the case of the next week’s programme about water - which necessitated More or Less to explain something basic.  

So the fact that the programme spent time correcting - in a way which misled about prices and possibly needs - a BBC error by the Editorial Complaints Unit and others is not a good reason to excuse it omitting well-known criticisms of the World Bank method - or misstating it.  

The problems about the dollar a day mentioned in the programme were to a significant degree problems already mentioned by the World Bank itself in PR material and by the "dollar a day" researchers.

Let us imagine a real situation with a listener:

A listener hears or sees that the edition "assessed how poverty is measured" or "scrutinised the goal".

They listen to the programme or podcast. 

The audio says "there's a more fundamental question...the question remains....how much better off are people if they just manage to cross the line"

This does not just miss out the other side of the debate:  it gives the impression that the big questions about the line have been answered.   Worse, the material may give the impression that the World Bank method does take both relevant prices and needs into account.  

This situation is worse because 

a) More or Less material of December 2007 gave a related impression.  It asked how much the "dollar" was really worth, then claimed to give a precise figure in rupees' purchasing power for basic goods the poor buy and at prices they face.  

This is exactly what the BBC should have said was not possible.  

It was in fact the concern of people on the other side of the debate.  

b) 

c) the BBC, having accepted the word "essential" might mislead, immediately used it again: 


http://newsdiffs.org/diff/96619/96817/www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-20255904

Even after the BBC removed the word, the sense remains in this new article.   

The programme stated it had "discovered" that without China the "goal" had not been met.  

The mathematics was not very difficult in the press release from 2004: 

"...people living in poverty fell from 1.5 billion in 1981 to 1.1 billion in 2001....Dramatic economic growth in [East Asia] has pulled more than 500 million people out of poverty....China alone lifted about 400 million of people out of absolute poverty"
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTPOVERTY/0,,contentMDK:20195240~pagePK:148956~piPK:216618~theSitePK:336992,00.html

The BBC's position that the material was simplified for a general audience does not help its case.  

The complaint stated, for example, that " "consumption" misleads a general audience".   Ths word was in the article.  It is a jargon word used by economists with a different sense from what people usually understand.  

In reality the BBC did not simplify but included extra, misleading references - for example, 

"basket of essential goods";
"how much you would need";  
"basket of food"; 

"consumption data"
"national accounts, household surveys, and census data"


None of that is useful information for general listeners.  

"Household surveys", for example, may give the impression that economists know what poor people pay for goods.  The price surveys are done at sales outlets, not households.   


Such unnecessary and potentially misleading dIn fact the researchers' references to  "household surveys" and "census data" were not in the context of 

World Bank official methodology paper:

"Global poverty measurement combines data from virtually all

branches of the statistical system. The measures reported here

bring together national poverty lines, household surveys, census

data, national accounts and both national and international price

data. ...

the three key ingredients in international poverty measurement - national poverty lines, rep

resentative samples of household consumption expenditures (or incomes) and data on prices..."

They do not say what the BBC claims - that household surveys and census data were used to find out how much money would be needed to buy things.   

The BBC complicated the story needlessly, and gives a wrong impression of thoroughness about prices faced by the poor which the World Bank does not in fact claim in the small print. 


The BBC's insertion of the extra, confusing elements of "household surveys" "census data" "essential goods", "consumption" and "basket of food" were liable to mislead listeners and readers.

A World Bank handbook states:

"To recap, the methodology...

- Applies the poverty line to expenditure distribution data that have been collected

by 675 household surveys....to establish the number and proportion of people who are poor"


From the complaint to the BBC: 



"I find it hard not to think that there is systematic bias:


- overwhelmingly toward listening to World Bank and ex-World Bank contributors rather than critics of the approach;


- overwhelmingly toward asking economists;


- overwhelmingly toward a current fashion in macroeconomics whose axiom is that the more people spend, the richer they must be..."

Why is this important?

Because the World Bank had made statements about poverty trends from 1981 to 2010  -  nearly three decades of potential compounded differences between rates for the poor and others.   More or Less staff already know that even in rich countries, inflation measures depend on assumptions about what people substitute for .....  poor people... can't afford... not avilable...

The article referred to there being "consumption" data.  "Consumption" is a jargon word used by economists, contrasting with both normal English usage and usage by the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations in talking about estimating food consumption.   

The data are in fact, according to the researchers, mostly on spending.   "Consumption" is economists' way of shortening the phrase "consumption expenditure".    The World Bank researchers do not give an idea of how much of the statistics are based on estimates of consumption of own produce, which is according to them usually included in the "consumption expenditure" estimates.  

The BBC's Editor's Choice article on global poverty states:

"the purchasing power parity calculations were based on price and consumption data from the 1980s. 

But by 2008, the World Bank economists had more and better data on price and consumption"

"even at 1.25"

The complaint began:

"Persistent error that World Bank estimate inflation for the poor: "basket of essential goods", etc. They use CPI." 

In the complainant's view, "persistent" and "etc" clearly indicate a variety of terms.  

If you want to do what the BBC says was done - "calculating how much money you would need"...then even prices for a basket of essential items are not enough.

You also need to find out, for the items in the baskets, what prices the poorest actually face.  

The reality is that economists did not calculate, or estimate what the BBC claims - "how much money you would need in each country".   

The dollar a day is a fixed amount, historically determined by buying power in a whole economy.  

"They looked at the price of hundreds of goods" contributes to the wrong impression.  In reality it was "all goods and services".  Part of the criticism of the World Bank method is that many "services" are not relevant to the poorest.


The editor said his team "just chose" to say "basket of essential goods".  That cannot be not true, since they used a variety of language implying the same thing, including "basket of food".   Clearly, "calculated...how much you would need...would cost a dollar in America" is referring to what real people would need, not to the actual results of the research which were about fractions of whole economies.  

The editor said that choice "seemed reasonable" because when talking about inflation the UK Office for National Statistics use the phrase "basket of goods".   The editor is incorrect.  It is "basket of goods and services". 



Impartiality 

The treatment of the "goal" contrasts with the treatment of the water indicator the next week.  In that edition, More or Less took the sensible approach of looking at what the goals and targets actually were.  

More or Less 3/3/12:  Ex-World Bank economist, future session chairman and keynote speaker at World Bank conference:  "The World Bank says that in 2008...There we are, the target's been met"

More or Less 10/3/12:  "We investigate whether the global target on access to clean drinking water really has been met, as has been claimed" 


The programme "speaking truth to power" asked no such question about the spending target.

The complainant is not clear how the ECU's opinion that the programme did provide information to the listener relates to the specific complaints about accuracy and impartiality. 

It would be surprising if a ten-minute "behind the stats" programme using 1500 words did not give any information about problems with statistics.  

The complaint pointed out misleading and/or superfluous words in the BBC material.   

It would have taken fewer words to describe the PPP dollar far more accurately.   

The BBC could have simply said it is based on 

"prices in the whole economy" 

or 

"national prices"


or 

"it's a supposed to be what a real dollar would buy in the US, but they don't look at prices faced by the poor".   


The BBC story of "the economists" - which sounds like the economists talking about poverty but is not -  collecting prices and basing comparisons on "national accounts, household surveys and census data" with "comparable basket of essential goods" and "basket of food" and "consumption data" is longer, complicated and misleading.   Price data are collected at sales outlets, not from "household surveys".   The overall impression is of more thoroughness than is in fact the case.  

My statement to the editor about "counterbalancing" was that "there may be" other errors in the programme.  I did not "concede" that the programme itself "raised problems" which  "counterbalanced".    

The UK Office for National Statisics uses the term "basket of goods and services", not as the editor stated "basket of goods".  

The editor states "we just chose" to use the word "essential".  But in reality there was a variety of language giving the wrong impression about prices, as the complaint stated from the start ("persistent...etc").  

But there is also a problem raised by the complainant in May 2012 and ignored in the BBC's responses:

"2. "Essential" may mislead.  Bank does not estimate any consumption-need trend."

The presenter asked "how much better off" people were if they crossed the line upwards.   The usual approach by writers who "scrutinise the goal" as the BBC claimed it had done, is to ask whether the statistics can tell us they are better off at all.  

Instead of saying the World Bank had data on "consumption", a "basket of food" and so on, if it were being accurate and impartial the BBC should have said "they don't have data on consumption" and ".   

"Reasonable steps" can only mean "reasonable in the circumstances".  The circumstances included the presenter being a best-selling author on economics;  his having worked at the institution 

"You were under the global poverty line if you couldn't afford that basket.

It's still a reality of life for ...  Almost 1.3bn people...people who live on $1 a day do not spend all of it on that basket of food..."

"The World Bank...All these are absolute income standards...absolute standards of poverty are creepy...The US definition dates back to early 1963....the threshold has changed only to take account of inflation. ...This cannot be right."

Tim Harford — Article — At last, a sensible way to measure poverty

http://timharford.com/2008/07/at-last-a-sensible-way-to-measure-poverty/

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/2124e920-5158-11dd-b751-000077b07658.html

Tim Harford: "...dollar a day...it's adjusted to reflect the different prices of goods all over the world; but it's also adjusted for inflation" ... 

Guest:  "We think we've now achieved the first Millennium Development Goal a good few years ahead of 2015." ...

Tim Harford: "There we are - the target's been met"  

More or Less, BBC World Service, 3 March 2012

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/podcasts/radio4/moreorless/moreorless_20120302-2350b.mp3

"why has this [Rowntree Foundation] minimum income standard risen so much in the past few years?

Simple. Rents are rising rapidly, partly as a matter of government policy. Childcare costs have also risen sharply."

Tim Harford — Article — On poverty, WiFi and The Wealth of Nations

http://timharford.com/2012/07/on-poverty-wifi-and-the-wealth-of-nations/

Tim Harford, talking about comparisons across countries:

"But hang on a second.  Are we sure that this quick estimate from a think tank is correct?  One issue is that the ICP wasn't specifically looking at the price of goods bought by very poor people."

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01ys3t5 

16 May 2014

This is the problem apparently never noted by the BBC in its coverage of claims about global poverty trends.  The preceding passage .... not how the ICP ....fell...

"Duflo and Banerjee, looking at economic surveys of the very poor from 13 different countries, conclude that about one-third of household income is spent on stuff other than food. The alternatives to simply trying to consume more calories include shelter, of course"

How to live on $1 a day.

http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/the_undercover_economist/2007/03/dollar_a_day.html

Tim Harford, ex-World Bank economist, on the World Bank "dollar a day":

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p00p98ms

HOW SAFE IS SAFE?

Tim scrutinises the claim that the Millennium Development Goal on safe drinking water has been achieved ahead of schedule. 

The World Health Organisation, which along with Unicef announced that the target had been met, concedes that the numbers are not actually that certain.

Is a child dying of hunger every 15 seconds?

?15 ?June ?2013, ??01:00:00

Ruth Alexander examines the claim that every 15 seconds a child dies of hunger. It’s a popular statistic used by celebrities and charity campaigners in support of the Enough Food for Everyone IF campaign. It conjures up the image of millions of young children starving to death. But is this really the case? 

WS MoreOrLess: The future of food

?07 ?March ?2015, ??00:00:00

"In the next 40 years, humans will need to produce more food that they did in the previous 10,000," claimed a recent edition of The Economist. Ruth Alexander and Hannah Moore look at whether this is true.

"Rosling is strikingly upfront about the limitations of data. ...real uncertainties in the data that must be assessed:...global poverty measurements are infrequent and uncertain....The uncertainty of 1.3 billion [people living in poverty] is plus or minus half a billion. ...These issues are well known, he says..... "It's like the emperor's new clothes, and I'm the little child saying 'He's nude! He's nude!' "
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2013/may/17/hans-rosling-data-population-fertility

"When it comes to the MDGs, the only one we measure quite well is child mortality."
Hans Rosling, 2013

http://www.who.int/bulletin/volumes/91/12/13-031213/en/

The use by the BBC of economists' jargon word "consumption" instead of "spending" appears to be an example of something I quoted to the ECU on 6 February 2014:

"Transcribed excerpts from More or Less 10 February 2012 

Tim Harford: "This is quite a common situation in More or Less.  The experts use a familiar word like 'famine' and they have a technical definition in mind;  the rest of us just make our own assumptions, and the media reporting often fails to bridge the divide."

The method looks at gross spending, not spending net of extras...

Clearly, inflation rates are contentious even in rich countries.

The World Bank's own briefing gave what More or Less presented as a "discovery", and another point the programme raised:

"In the developing world outside China, the $1.25 poverty rate has fallen from 41% to 25% over 1981-2008, though not enough to bring down the total number of poor, which 

was around 1.1 billion in both 1981 and 2008... 

"There has been less long-run progress in getting over the $2 per day hurdle."

The marked bunching up just above the $1.25 line points to the fact that a great many people remain vulnerable."

From the World Bank paper revising the “dollar” from $1.08 in 1993PPP to $1.25 in 2005PPP:

"The weights attached to different commodities in the conventional PPP rate are not appropriate for the poor (Ravallion, Datt, and van de Walle 1991), though it is not clear that using those weights entails a significant bias."
Martin Ravallion, from response to criticism by Reddy and Pogge:

“PPPs are derived from the country-level price surveys that have been done since 1968 by the International Comparison Program (ICP).“
"There is no doubt that both data sources have improved enormously in terms of coverage and quality in the time since our estimates of those poverty measures began, around 1990."
Clearly, that means their estimates were not very reliable in 1990.
“Because the PPP conversion is only done in 2005, estimates may well become less reliable earlier in time, depending on the quality of the national CPIs.”
" In a blog post on Thursday, Kaushik Basu, the bank’s chief economist, pointed out that the PPP data tended to measure prices across the whole of economies and that distorted the picture for the poor, who often spend a higher percentage of their income on food than those further up the income ladder. "
World Bank eyes biggest global poverty line increase in decades 

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/091808e0-d6da-11e3-b95e-00144feabdc0.html

"a special dollar concocted by the World Bank economists" [!]
https://www.facebook.com/bbcbusiness/posts/361956203836252  

"a special dollar concocted by the World Bank" 
http://bbc.in/yKrxqO" Twitter:  BBCCurrentAffairs @BBCRadioCA  9 Mar 2012

The "special dollar" was "concocted" by a United Nations/University of Pennsylvania project in the 1960s. 

Ravallion and colleagues, 1991:  "we have used the estimates presented by Summers and Heston (1988)"
[ie from the  University of Pennsylvania/UN International Comparison Programme] 

Alan Heston, later:  "the PPPs from the ICP involve the budget shares of rich and poor countries as weights so the market basket is quite different from that of the poor." 

siteresources.worldbank.org/ICPINT/Resources/Estimation_of_Poverty_Basket_Parities.doc  

BBC:

 "people who live on $1 a day do not spend all of it on that basket of food" [9 March 2012]

World Bank "dollar a day" team, 1991: 

"Ideally  one would  like to  construct  new  PPP rates for the prices  most relevant to the  absolute  poor,  in which the prices of food-staples would clearly carry a high weight." 
"It must be pointed out that the international poverty line is not based on a global common basket of basic goods and services"


Jan Vandemoortele, UN Development Programme, 2002

http://wstf.go.ke/watersource/Downloads/001.%20Are%20We%20Really%20Reducing%20Global%20Poverty.pdf

"Over two decades the bank has also failed to correct its own poverty estimates reliably for inflation."

Peter Townsend, LSE/Bristol

theguardian.com/commentisfree/2009/feb/19/world-bank-reform-recession 



"...failure to specify an international poverty line (or national poverty lines) that are meaningful in the sense that they correspond to the real cost of achieving basic human requirements"

Sanjay Reddy

Letter to Financial Times.  Nov 19, 2007

ft.com/cms/s/0/9c9aa4f6-9640-11dc-b7ec-0000779fd2ac.html

"Even Jan Vandemoortele, the principal adviser for the Social Development Group of the UN Development Program, admits the dollar-a-day measure lacks an easy interpretation. "....why not basing it on a basket of goods and services one needs to survive?"


nytimes.com/2003/04/26/arts/does-a-dollar-a-day-keep-poverty-away.html

"...[the World Bank] estimate of the purchasing power of the poor is based on the measure of their ability to buy...also...airline tickets, pedicures and personal fitness training. ...while basic goods are often more expensive in poor nations than they are in rich ones, services tend to be much cheaper, as the wages of the people providing them are lower."

George Monbiot

theguardian.com/politics/2003/may/06/globalisation.world

“PPPs provide a measure of the overall price level of an economy, but they may not reflect the expenditure patterns of the poor…. direct application of these PPPs to the estimation of poverty levels  and  rates  may  yield  misleading  results.” 
International  Comparison Program,  ‘Global  Purchasing  Power  Parities  and  Real Expenditures: 2005 International Comparison Program.

"The purchasing-power estimates...incorporate the prices of goods and services -- such as air travel or computers -- beyond the reach of the world's poor. The inclusion of services tends to make prices look lower in poor countries because of cheap labor, but poor people typically spend most of their money on goods, particularly food."


Flaws in Measuring The World's Poor May Hinder Solutions - The Numbers Guy - Wall Street Journal 2007

http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB118064578670320492

"PPPs are based on prices of commodities that are not representative of the consumption baskets of the poor"
United Nations Statistics Division

http://millenniumindicators.un.org/unsd/mdg/Metadata.aspx?IndicatorId=0&SeriesId=584 

"computation of PPP exchange rates is based on...basket of goods and services...that reflects the average consumption patterns...This is not generally appropriate when our concern is with comparing living standards for the poor." 
World Bank Handbook on Poverty and Inequality 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPA/Resources/429966-1259774805724/Poverty_Inequality_Handbook_Ch10.pdf

"not constructed based on a notion of an international basket of goods required to achieve basic capabilities" 

Draft? UN Handbook on Poverty Methods.  

Chapter by Jonathan Morduch: Concepts of Poverty.  

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/methods/poverty/pdf/Chapter-2.pdf

"PPP rates are based on prices and [weights] of commodities that are not representative of the consumption baskets of poor people." 
Nanak Kakwani, Director, International Poverty Centre, United Nations Development Programme, 2004

"not (as would be ideal) of the consumption-bundle typical below each nation's dollar-poverty line".....

"highly problematic technically,  not intuitive, and above all, unlike nutrition-based measures, not linked to human capabilities. " 

"A purchasing power parity dollar-a-day measure will thus underestimate poverty in cold climates relative to hot ones, as food requirements are greater in the former (as are shelter and heating costs)."
Michael Lipton, Sussex University

Halving World Poverty, 2003

Reliability

"The poorer and less capitalized a society or a community, the larger is their reliance on non-monetary resources of all kinds, and the harder it is to translate these resources into meaningful prices." 

UN Statistical Division

The Statistical Measurement of Poverty

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/doc99/rio.pdf

"the quality of consumer price indexes around the world varies widely"
United Nations Statistics Division

http://millenniumindicators.un.org/unsd/mdg/Metadata.aspx?IndicatorId=0&SeriesId=584 

Chen and  Ravallion 2010 methodology paper in Quarterly Journal of Economics:


"The price surveys covered a large sample of outlets in each country"

"We acknowledge, however, the national distributions formed this way may well lose purchasing power comparability as one goes further back in time from the ICP benchmark year."



"PPPs are also imperfect and the margins of error remain disturbingly large, so as to render questionable international comparisons of economic well-being that rely only on GDP data."

World economy: Rich get richer, poor get poorer–new global PPP data 

The Economist Intelligence Unit, as quoted at

https://taraqee.wordpress.com/2008/02/12/world-economy-rich-get-richer-poor-get-poorer-new-global-ppp-data/

"Since the "poverty" claimes are made on the basis of the same PPP data....

"The “tragedy” is that we were happily publishing GDP statistics and growth figures for Ghana over the last decades, when in fact the national accounts were understating GDP by 62 percent.
GDP statistics are actually not that bad when compared with poverty statistics."

Africa’s statistical tragedy

Shanta Devarajan

http://blogs.worldbank.org/africacan/africa-s-statistical-tragedy

"Sub-Saharan Africa is the only region in the world for which the number of poor individuals has risen steadily and dramatically between 1981 and 2010."

http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2013/04/17/remarkable-declines-in-global-poverty-but-major-challenges-remain 

"$1.25 per day. This requires a large amount of information, elaborate calculations and complex 

modelling; all of which involves making assumptions – about the value of own-produced 

consumption, imputed rent of own-occupied housing, income distribution, and other 
made-up numbers."

On irrational exuberance about MDG progress 

 Jan Vandemoortele, PhD 

Co-architect of the MDGs 

 2012


"flaw in the way the retail price index (a key inflation measure) is calculated is dry and technical - but far more important than you might think."
BBC Radio 4 - More or Less

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01lv7yn 

"the costs of these diets vary enormously although they are all treated equivalently in inferring the dollar a day poverty line. "
Robert Allen

"a rule-of-thumb poverty line of $1 a day is sometimes used...or [a line] could be based upon detailed budget studies..."
Chapter 7 Poverty

http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:cTszQi_LADQJ:darp.lse.ac.uk/papersdb/tai_7.pdf+&cd=10&hl=en&ct=clnk&client=firefox-a

BBC NEWS | Business | When a dollar a day means 25 cents
" if a Big Mac costs a dollar in America, but only 25 cents in Mumbai, then a PPP "dollar" in Mumbai is actually worth only 25 cents.

The World Bank's "dollar a day" system uses a similar calculation, but using a much bigger range of prices.

So in this system, an Indian living on less than "a dollar a day" is actually living on less than 25 cents a day, or just 9 Indian rupees - because that's how much it would take an Indian to buy the same thing as an American would buy for a real dollar."
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/7122356.stm

More or Less Nov 2012:

"... measure poverty in absolute terms.  This is where the poverty line depends on the minimum acceptable standard of living  - whether you've got enough money  to have a certain level of shelter, clothing and health care, for example.  And this is a constant across countries so it's more easily comparable. The most common measure of absolute poverty is living on less than a dollar 25 a day."   
This is clearly misleading, since the $1.25 measure takes no notice whatsoever of how much people need for shelter, clothing or health care.

After the editor of More or Less acknowledged the complaint on 1 November, and while he said he was investigating, More or Less stated on 3 November 2012:

7.30 "..to make  international comparisons you need to measure poverty in absolute terms.  This is where the poverty line depends on the minimum acceptable standard of living - whether you've got enough money to have a certain level of shelter 

(sic - what is a "certain level of shelter"?  There is a vast range of living circumstances.  How do you compare a shack, a flat, a... .....), 


clothing and health care 

(sic - which countries have lines which measure health care?), 


for example.   This is a constant 

(sic) 


across countries 


(What is a constant across countries?  

The minimum acceptable standard of living?   

That is not the World Bank line of a fixed money amount?) 


so it's more easily comparable.  The most common measure of absolute poverty

 (sic - does not fulfil those criteria)


 is living on less than a dollar 25 a day.   By that standard there are 1.3 billion people worldwide living in poverty"
After the editor replied to the complaint which was in fact on both inaccuracy and lack of impartiality, a new article again quoted a supporter of the World Bank method.  It ignored the concerns about reliability and More or Less' apparent confusion of income and profit:




BBC:  "...$1.25 a day. [UN civil servant] says this absolute poverty measure is the best for international comparisons, "because it's a constant across countries, it's useful because you can look at that measurement regardless of what country you're in".  By this standard, according to the UN, there are 1.3 billion people worldwide living in poverty.  "We can say with confidence that, whereas as recently as 1980 more than half of the world fell into that category, today it is less than 25%. And it's probably getting closer to 20% which is a huge amount of progress across countries," says Orme."

11 November 2012

http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-20255904 

Members of the UK Parliament: 

"The "dollar a day" poverty line...is also problematic, as living costs vary widely...
Ensuring that policies and programmes are based on accurate measurements of urban poverty is vital. We recommend that DFID encourage the World Bank and other key international institutions to explore new forms of measuring urban poverty that move beyond the use of crude poverty lines to take proper account of the high costs for housing and basic services paid by many of the urban poor."

House of Commons - Urbanisation and Poverty - International Development Committee www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmintdev/511/51105.htm 

BBC:  
"poor if his or her income level falls below some minimum level necessary to meet basic needs. .... What is necessary to satisfy basic needs varies across time and societies."

The World Bank Organisation" [!]
BBC - Poverty - Definitions

http://www.bbc.co.uk/scotland/education/int/ms/health/wealth/def_of_poverty/definitions.shtml 

.........................

"...growth statistics only measure the monetarised parts of the economy, they ignore those things that people do for themselves. Thus, if a child is cared for by its mother at home, that does not contribute to national income and hence growth. If it is placed with a childminder, it does. A meal in McDonald's adds more to gross national product than a meal cooked at home. Growth can therefore be generated by making people less self-reliant. Whether this indicates they are better off is another question.

Supposing, for example, that when a third world country opened up its economy to the world its agricultural workers were required to become more mechanised. If, as a result, fewer workers were needed in the countryside and they moved to city slums...incomes of the people who moved could well be higher than they were in their villages.

However, as they ....might have to pay rent and fares for the first time, they could easily be much worse off."

http://www.theguardian.com/society/2000/jun/14/guardiansocietysupplement3 

"...it is very difficult, if not impossible, to define “absolute poverty” objectively, without introducing value judgements and elements of comparison. 

One approach used by several countries is to estimate the minimum intake of calories and proteins a person needs in order to survive, and use this measurement as a yardstick for the measurement of absolute poverty. There is a long list of technical problems with this approach: 
the biological definition of this “minimum”; 
its variation according to the age, sex, season, climate, physical built and type of activity of each person; 
the equivalences among different types and

quantities of food and nutrients; 

the problems associated with food imbalances; and 

the need to add a few other essential non-food needs, such as shelter and clothing, with similar problems of variance and equivalences."


The Statistical Measurement of Poverty

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/doc99/rio.pdf

Reuters 29 February 2012:


"Still, developing nations have made less progress when it comes to cutting the number of people living between $1.25 a day and $2 a day. World Bank estimates show that 1.18 billion people lived just above the $1.25 a day line in 2008 up from 648 million in 1981."

http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/02/29/worldbank-poverty-idAFL2E8DTBB620120229

Contribution to systematic bias?

Exaggeration of World Bank claim

More or Less 3 March 2012:  The presenter, an ex-World Bank economist, gives a faster trend than the World Bank reports for the MDG target, by looking at a lower "dollar" than either the old or new lines. 
"Ruth Alexander:  And we've got some news on that first Millennium Development Goal. [target - the hunger indicator for the same goal was doing worse.] 

Tim Harford: We do. [!] The World Bank has just released its latest estimates about how many people are living under the global poverty line.  And its figures tell a success story. Martin Ravallion, the man who came up with the dollar-a-day measure, says that in 1990, 31% of the population of the developing world lived on less than one dollar a day 

[wrong dollar for either the old or new line]

- close to 1.4 billion people. In 2008 
[wrong year for World Bank claim of a halving of extreme poverty]

less than half that proportion did - 14%, or about 800 million people.
Martin Ravallion:  We think we've now achieved the first Millennium Development Goal [target] a good few years ahead of 2015. The proportion of people living under a dollar 25 a day has been falling at about roughly 1% per year.  It's the first time I've seen both the numbers of poor and of course the poverty rate falling in all regions of the developing world.

 [particularly flimsy claim as based on unreliable and preliminary small reported fall for Africa.  World Bank later gave up the Africa and so the "all regions" claim]

Ruth Alexander:  But if we take China out of the equation we've discovered 

[? -  It was in the World Bank press release]

that the Goal [target] hasn't been met because most of the progress in getting people above the global poverty line has been driven by China, which has had an amazing run of economic growth.

Tim Harford:  There we are - the target's been met, even if the poverty line has been redefined..." 
In 2008, the presenter had written in the Financial Times that the World Bank had two poverty lines.  
These were $1.08 and $2.16 in 1993 PPP dollars.  


In the More or Less programme of 3 March 2012 he did not look at these.


Later in 2008 the World Bank began using PPP2005 dollars, and began using a lower level of 92 cents in 1993 PPP dollars, which the World Bank researchers said was equivalent to $1.25 in 2005 PPP dollars after adjusting for US inflation.  

The "dollar a day" agreed by leaders at the Millennium Summit was, if they were referring to the 1993PPP $1.08 used by the World Bank at the time, $1.08 in 1993 PPP dollars,  and the "two dollar" line was double that.   

They would after adjusting for the official inflation rate in the USA be $1.45 and $2.90 in 2005 PPP dollars.   



The presenter cited a faster statistical fall using $1 in 2005 PPP dollars as if this were the MDG indicator.  But this was lower than both the old and new official lines.  

The MDG indicator as reported by the World Bank is $1.25 in 2005 PPP dollars.
   
World leaders' pledge related to $1, or perhaps the World Bank line then of $1.08, in 1993 PPP dollars - $1.45 in 2005 PPP dollars after adjusting for US inflation. 

The presenter ignored the 12 years of inflation since 1993 - making it look as if there was a halving by 2008 when the World Bank was actually claiming a halving by 2010.  

This might not matter so much on its own, but it is in the context of 

a) the programme also failing to challenge 
i) the World Bank research director's claim that a "goal" has been met when the hunger indicator was far behind, and 
ii) his claim on the basis of a small reported fall in Africa on clearly unreliable and preliminary information, that poverty is falling in all regions - which the World Bank later retracted. 

b) the associated BBC article stating "even at $1.25 it is too low, [a contributor] says - because someone earning $1.25 or $1.50 is still in dire poverty"  - which seems to imply wrongly that the old dollar line was raised in value to $1.25.   On 3 July 2015 More or Less made this mistake explicitly, which is part of the complaint about that edition.  

c) the strange idea in More or Less of 16 May 2014 that new purchasing-power estimates meant global poverty might be falling faster than economists had been saying.  This idea was strange because the people putting out the new estimates, at the International Comparision Programme, specifically said they were an improvement over the 2005 PPP estimates, so that they should not be used in conjunction with the 2005 PPP rates.   Applying the new 2011 esimates to all years in the past, which would be consistent (with some adjustements) with what the World Bank had been doing with previous updates and with the warning from the ICP, would result in little or no change to the reported poverty trend - contrary to what the 2014 programme claimed.

The problem is that there may be a bias here towards errors which make global achievements look better.  

While the programme did mention that the line was now $1.25 "pegged to 2005 prices" it did not point out that this was lower than the old "dollar" line or that the fall was slightly faster.  

The BBC has not answered the following:

“The dollar a day number did not "become" the goal.  It became one indicator of a total of nine for progress towards the goal. ....Why does this matter?  The original complaint said there was a failure to note that the World Bank statistics are outliers for the goal and for all goals' indicators.”  
This is in the context of a complaint alleging “systematic bias” arising from this and other factors.

Appendix:  

Comparable uses of the word "essential" and similar in BBC content

"Rowntree...basket of essential goods which people needed to live on."

"'basket of essential goods' devised by Seebohm Rowntree"

"elderly people ...struggling to afford essential items"

"non-essential spending....Inflation is high for the things people have to buy"

"Tim Harford points out...cash a typical family has left after buying essentials"

"shopping basket of food, housing and some items of clothing....basics of life.  "Anyone who could not afford this basket of goods was deemed to be in poverty"... basket was identical to the rations given to the poor in the local workhouse....basket of goods approach ... basic basket of goods.  "...poverty, as defined by a basket of basic goods..."..."

"Rowntree Foundation...carried out a survey to find out what people saw as life's necessities"

More Or Less

The "essential" things in life? 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/more_or_less/3914227.stm " 

21 July, 2004 

"Does a lack of "essential" items mean a person is in poverty?   What are life's essentials in Britain in 2004?   Here on this website is a list of the things people suggest are essentials...On More or Less we examined this whole approach to measuring poverty.

BBC Radio 4's More or Less was broadcast on Thursday, 22 July, 1500 BST

Click here to download a list of "essential" items"

"Rowntree [helped] devise a basket of essential goods which people needed to live on."

http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/audio_video/programmes/inside_money/transcripts/benefits.txt 

Undated

"The survey also found that 42% of elderly people were struggling to afford essential items"

14 April 2009

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/7998751.stm 

"'basket of essential goods' devised by Seebohm Rowntree ...selection of essential goods and services consisting of food items, clothing, fuel, leisure goods and activities."

2 August, 2002

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/inside_money/2166009.stm 

"Rowntree...decided upon a shopping basket of food, housing and some items of clothing. These were considered the basics of life.

"Anyone who could not afford this basket of goods was deemed to be in poverty," Professor Jonathan Bradshaw of the University of York told BBC News.  Rowntree's basket was identical to the rations given to the poor in the local workhouse....The basket of goods approach was used until the midpoint of the twentieth century .... in 1942...the basket was still the measure of choice.  

But as the UK grew wealthier, soon everyone could afford a basic basket of goods.

"By 1950 poverty, as defined by a basket of basic goods, had virtually disappeared. ..." Professor John Hills of the London School of Economics, told BBC News."

The changing face of poverty 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/4070112.stm 

"Tim Harford points out that actually Asda has produced an estimate of how much cash a typical family has left after buying essentials"

More or Less, 8 May 2008

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/more_or_less/7358928.stm

"non-essential spending....Inflation is high for the things people have to buy"

Contributor, More or Less 21 April 2008

http://www.bbc.co.uk/mediaselector/check/player/nol/newsid_7380000/newsid_7389600?redirect=7389675.stm&news=1&nbwm=1&bbram=1&nbram=1&bbwm=1

.............................................

"criticized for using a poverty rate that is not rooted in theory; for being overly sensitive to measurements of PPP exchange rates; for not using  poor-person  price  indexes  to  inflate  poverty  lines  locally;  and  for  not  adequately recognizing the uncertainties in poverty measurement in India and China, where half of the population of the developing world lives. "

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPA/Resources/429966-1259774805724/Poverty_Inequality_Handbook_Ch10.pdf

"It is widely agreed that other dimensions of poverty are more important than income poverty"

"these [dollar-a-day] numbers should be taken with a pinch of salt"

"World poverty numbers are calculated in two stages. ... there is disquieting evidence about both."

"the purchasing power parity (PPP) exchange rates...are arguably inappropriate  in theory. In practice, their regular revision (to different base years with different relative prices) plays havoc with the poverty estimates, changing them in ways that have little or nothing to do with the actual experience of the poor."

"...(widely credited) arguments by nongovernmental organizations and others that the World Bank has impoverished the poor by forcing cuts in public expenditure. It is not very useful, as the Bank sometimes does, to argue that there was no impoverishment because the poverty counts (which take no account of the provision of public goods) are going down."

"My view is that the World Bank should back away from its current too-concentrated focus on income headcount numbers. It should emphasize a much wider range of other measures, focusing on deprivations that may be more important than deprivation of income." 

"This article was written at the suggestion  of Nick Stern [Chief Economist of the World Bank], to whom  the author is grateful for preliminary discussions.  Martin Ravallion clarified many issues and commented extensively  on an earlier draft."
Angus Deaton, Princeton.  The World Bank Research Observer, vol. 16, no. 2 (Fall 2001),  pp. 125-147 

More or Less

Radio 4

3 December 2007

Programme page:

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/more_or_less/7124758.stm

Audio stream: 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/media/avdb/news/uk/audio/139000/nb/139227_au_nb.asx

or

http://news.bbc.co.uk/player/nol/newsid_7350000/newsid_7352600/7352691.stm?bw=bb&mp=wm&asb=1&news=1&bbcws=1

Tim Harford:

Hello, and welcome to More or Less, the programme that never peddles subprime numbers [sic].
Article of 11 November 2012

In July 2014 I discovered that according to the website Newsdiffs, after the stage 1 response in November 2012 the BBC removed the word "essential" from this page - the same change Mr Vadon told me about in relation to the article of 9 March - but did not notify me.   The fact that the word was in a section labelled "Previously in the Magazine" gave a misleading impression that the article of March had contained the amended phrase.   In my view the passage in the article of 11 November still misleads.  

The programme did not “scrutinise” the goal..it has an indicator for “inequality” which the World Bank for some strange reason does not report on.  

Debates on the .... Oxford... Harford is Oxford....

