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The key links

How environment

The figure (see right) describes four 
key links between poverty and the envi-
ronment (3, 4), although interrelations 
are far more complex and need further 
research:	

Link 1: Poor people rely on natural re-
sources for subsistence and employ-
ment (see pages 8 and 9). The poorest 
are often landless laborers who depend 
on soil, fish and other natural resources 
for food and income. But large com-
panies and states that cater to consu-
mer needs of urban and industrial cen-
ters often deny poor people access to 
these resources or allow resources to 
become degraded.

Link 2: Poor people are more likely to 
be exposed to polluted water and air, 
which cause illness and premature 
death (see pages 10 and 11). Many poor 
people live in or close to factories that 
pollute the air and water. Disease 
(cholera, malaria) frequently removes 
people from the workforce for long 
periods and can even result in pre-
mature death. Respiratory infections 
and water-borne diseases (due to the 
low quality of air or water) are one of 
the biggest causes of death among the 
poor.

Link 3: Poor people are more vulnerable 
to environmental disasters and 
changing climate (see pages 12 and 13). 
They suffer more losses, injuries and 
deaths from natural disasters than the 
rest of the population since they are 
more likely to live in unsafe housing 
and in areas prone to disasters such as 
floods, landslides and drought. For 
example, in 1992 a cyclone caused 
100,000 deaths in Bangladesh, whereas 
only 32 died in a cyclone of similar 
magnitude in the U.S. (5). The impacts 
of global climate change – that could 
include declining water supplies, poor 
harvests and increased spread of disea-
se – will further affect poor people who 
already live in areas susceptible to dis-
ease and have few savings, food and 
other assets (to sell and consume) to 
help them cope in the event of fluc-
tuating climates and extreme weather.	

Link 4: Many poor people have ill-
defined land rights (see pages 14 and 
15). If they had secure land tenure, 
companies or states would not be able 
to drive these poor people – who have 
proved careful guardians of natural 
resources – from the land they live on. 
Access to information and technology 
would also help them secure the land 
or natural resources they rely on.	 

Ma. Sn.

Restricted lands, disempowerment

All our problems derive from lack of land. If we have enough 
land we will be able to produce enough to feed our households, 
build houses, and train our children. 

A man, Nigeria (1)

Pollution, poor health

I am tired of going to the municipality [about the water 
contamination] and insisting that they do something. Of course 
we are ill.

 A man, Bulgaria (2)

Natural disasters, insecurity	

How can we sow anything without water? What 
will my cow drink? Drought is so often here. Water 
is our life.

A resident, Russia (1)

Degraded environment, fewer choices	

It is necessary to use every inch of the land.
An elderly man, Uzbekistan (1).
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Degradation of natural resource 
and poverty

By the mid-1990s almost 40 percent 
of the world’s population, mostly 
in developing countries, were 
suffering from serious water 
shortages (1).  

Twenty-three percent of all usable 
land, excluding deserts and 
mountains, has been degraded and 
its productivity reduced (2, 3).	

Pollution and poverty

Inadequate water supply and con-
taminated water is responsible for 
ten percent of all disease in develo-
ping countries (4).  

About 1.3 billion people, most of 
them in developing countries, live 
in towns and cities that do not meet 
the minimum WHO standards for 
Suspended Particulate Matter 
(SPM) (5, 6). 

Natural disasters and poverty	

Since 1970 three million people, 
mostly in low-income countries, 
have died as a result of natural 
disasters (6). 

Land tenure and poverty	

A quarter of poor people are land-
less and more than half of the rural 
poor have landholdings too small 
to provide an adequate income (7). 
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