
“Water is life and we have none”

Degraded environment,
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There are many ways to improve the 
environment and reduce poverty: they 
include developing renewable energy 
and promoting organic agriculture.		

ooking after the environment goes 
hand in hand with reducing poverty. 
Green alternatives (renewable ener-

gy, organic agriculture, sustainable fo-
restry, eco-tourism, invasive plant con-
trol) can create job opportunities and 
recycle money in low-income countries. 
For instance, solar energy may in the 
future fulfill the energy needs of coun-
tries in the South and provide an impor-
tant new source of revenue through 
energy exports and local consumption.	

Renewable energy 

Renewable energy can help both the 
poor and the environment. In many 
developing countries the cost of exten-
ding central electricity supply to remote 

villages is too high and means further 
dependence on fossil fuels. But energy 
generation from renewable energy can 
fulfill energy needs, recycle income and 

maintain local jobs because of its 
shorter supply chain. In turn increased 
investment in local- and regional-level 
economies may discourage migration 
from the countryside to the cities (1). 
Countries in the South can avoid the 
unsustainable development of indus-
trial countries by building new infra-
structure for renewable energy use (2).

Organic agriculture and sustai-
nable forestry

A number of countries have successfully 
introduced organic agriculture and 
sustainable forestry to help reduce po-
verty. In Chile, the successful aqua-
culture of scallops has created job op-

portunities and helped increase marine 
biodiversity; in the Amazon, the sustai-
nable harvesting of hearts of palm has 
created work and prevented further 
deforestation (3). 

Eco-tourism

Few poor communities have nature-
based tourism, but well-planned, eco-
tourism has the potential to conserve 
the environment and simultaneously 
create opportunities for local and rural 
communities. Eco-tourism needs a 
long-term strategy - which includes 
careful monitoring, evaluation and pre-
venting damage to fragile ecosystems 
by visitors - to ensure that tourist ex-

penditure (currently US$ 444 billion 
worldwide) strengthens local economies 
and does not just benefit commercial 
ventures and rich countries (4).	

Invasive plant control 

Initiatives to control invasive, alien 
plants have helped create work and also 
improved the environment. In South 
Africa, the Working for Water Program 
had great success in reducing the im-
pact of alien vegetation on water avai-
lability and increasing jobs in some of 
the country’s most underprivileged 
areas. The nationwide alien plant con-
trol program uses mechanical, chemical 
and biological control methods, and 
has created jobs for 21,000 people and 
cleared 238,000 hectares of alien 
infested land (5). 
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The degradation of water, soil, air and 
other natural resources affects poor 
people in particular.

atural resources are crucial to the 
rural poor for food, income and 
employment: farmers depend on 

fertile soil and water, fishermen rely on 
healthy water ecosystems. Large-scale 
commercial enterprises are often res-
ponsible for the unsustainable use of 
natural resources. As a result fishermen 
sometimes have to give up their liveli-
hoods because of commercial over-fi-

shing and indigenous communities may 
be forced to abandon hunting and ga-
thering on common land due to unsus-
tainable use of forests by concessions. 

All this often results in a downward spi-
ral of poverty: food insecurity and job-
lessness may cause malnutrition, disea-
se or push dependents into dangerous 
or illegal activities. Poor women are es-
pecially affected by degradation of na-
tural resources since they heavily rely 
on these to gather food, grow crops 
and collect wood for fuel to support 
their families. 

The poor are particularly dependent 
on natural resources, yet they generally 
live in the most marginal areas. Private 
and state firms have forced many of 
them off better land, which is often 
used to cater to the demands of people 
with middle- and upper-incomes (who 
use 84 percent of the world’s paper and 
consume 45 percent of its meat) (1).	

Resource mismanagement (for instan-
ce, by logging concessions or mining 
corporations) or competition for natural 
resources (such as gold, coffee or gem-
stones, where rebel groups often vie 
with the state) further threaten poor 
communities who have few assets to 
help them if conflict or even war breaks 
out.

Improved environmental conditions 
would reduce the plight of the poor. 
Local employment could be generated 
by developing organic agriculture 
(mixed cropping, terracing), sustainable 
forestry, renewable energy, pharma-
ceutical prospecting and carbon trading 
initiatives. This could be coupled with 
the restructuring of policies - such as 
tighter controls on subsidies - to help 
promote a more equitable distribution 
of benefits to local communities.	
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FACTS AND FIGURES

Thinking green

DANIEL KARIUKI - “Weeding” (1993)
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penditure (currently US$ 444 billion 
worldwide) strengthens local economies 
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… lack of fish is making us suffer 
from hunger… In the past we had 

more fish than now…. 
Participants, Malawi (2)

Finding firewood for cooking is the 
problem. Very soon we may have 
to go to the town to buy firewood. 

A woman, Sri Lanka (2)

There are no fertilizers,
and soil is getting

more and more barren.
Participant, Kyrgyz Republic (2)

We know that cutting down trees
will cause water shortages and that

making charcoal can cause forest fires, 
but we have no choice. 

A resident, Vietnam (2)

Water is life, and because
we have no water,
life is miserable. 

Anonymous, Kenya (1)

N

Poor women rely on 
natural resources to 

gather food, grow crops 
and collect wood for fuel 
to support their families

Subsistence

In 1984, due to land degradation, 135 million people 
could not produce enough food (1).

In Africa 65 percent of cropland is currently affected by 
soil degradation; this has mostly affected subsistence 
farmers (2).

In the least developed countries 46 percent of the 
population use traditional fuels; only one percent use 
them in the developed world (3, 4).

In Ghana, forests provide 16 to 20 percent of the food 
supply of the local population (3). 

Over-grazing has damaged about 20 percent of the 
world’s rangelands and pastures, most severely in Africa 
and Asia (3).

Africans living in rural areas spend a large part of their 
time searching for water: 28 percent of people without 
access to water live in Africa (3).

Fish provides 20 percent of the animal protein intake 
of Sub-Saharan Africans (3).

Income generation

In the poorest countries, agriculture accounts for 40 to 
60 percent of GDP, compared with two percent in rich 
countries.

Agriculture accounted for 60 percent of the total labor 
force in 1996; in the 1990s it made up 17 percent of 
Africa’s GNP (3).	

In Tanzania, half of poor people’s cash income comes 
from the sale of forest products such as charcoal, honey, 
wild fruits and firewood (5).

In Zambia, charcoal production provides the sole income 
for 60,000 people; it generates US$ 30 million (6).	 

The fisheries sector makes up more than five percent 
of GDP in Ghana, Madagascar, Mali, Madagascar, Nami-
bia, Senegal and the Seychelles (7).

In 1997 tourism to South Africa’s wildlife parks generated 
a total of US$ 4.1 billion (8).  
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L Solar energy may in the future 
fulfil the energy needs of 

countries in the South and 
provide an important new 

source of revenue


