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Abstract

L he World Bank has yecently published three volumes of a study *Consultations
wilh the Poor:™ One of the objectives of the study hays been to define poverly i the
way that poor peaple themselves perceve i, "Lhe consullations, fowever, make anfy
occastonal yeference o mallers of encivonment. This s musteading. This paper
argues that environmental degradation and poverty are bound tightly together. One
yeason why Hie environment was pof given prominence i the consultations may fie
in the very design of  the studv: environmental issues were excluded already at the
outsel. Moreover. many environmental problems can only be “estimated.” and not
“inferred.” and perceptions may easily miss them.

[ would like o thank Inge Gerremo, NMaria Schultz, Anna-Lena Lrken,
Kristina Bohman., Stefan Dahleren, Thomas Sterner and above all Nats
Seenestam for helpful comments.
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1. Natural resources, markets and the environment

A simple deduction will confirm that the ultimate source of all production and con-
sumption in human society is natural resonrces. Raw materials, extracted through the
exploitation of land, water and air, are combined to produce the final goods and servie-
s that enhance human wellbeing (Dasgupta. 1996, 19981, ‘Technological know=-how
and skills add 1o efficieney in production and economise on the resources that are

SCArce.

Wellare, and the lack of welfare — poverty. is equated in economics with the “utiliny™
Wiz, satisfaction] that is derived from the goods and services produced in an economny.
The production of more goods will result in greater wellbeing. The cconomic system.
e the context within which the production and exchange of goods take place. pro-
vides the relevant signals for the use ol a particular resource: be it natural capital. man-
made capital or human labour mputs. In a market economy these signals take the form

ol relative prices.

The functioning of a market may be characterised as an instantaneouns auction process
nwvolving an infinite number ol economice agents. Towould be useless to indulge i an
auction unless the participants are endowed with resources ol one form or the other.

A basic prerequisite for a market to function is thus the existence ol property rights.

Praperty rights and markets are difficulc or impassible o specify in many cases, particu-
larly those that relate o natural resources. Raising a river-barrage upstream may cause
severe water shortage downstream, resulting i hardships for local farmers. An exces-
sive emission ol greenhouse gases [rom the cities in the North may threaten densely
populated coastal areas in the South with submersion. Over-fishing in the oceans of
the world may leave inadequate fish stocks for future generations, Yer there are no
markets for water, greenhouse gases or fishing rights, And where resources such as coral
reels. the atmosphere and biodiversity are concerned, it has simply been impractical to

define or proteet property rights.

I the property tieghts of natural resources are ill-delined and markets poorly developed,
Property ng i : |
the use of natural resources will fail 1o correspond to their social scarcity costs (Pigou.
1920, discussed “externalities™ associated with this particular difliculty ). Resources will
be treated as il they have no cost, or very little cost. and the market values ol the goods
produced will systematically overstate the extent of wellbeing. The overexploitation of

nature will proceed unimterrupted.

The recent concern for the environment has revealed that this has mdeed been the
case. During the course of economic progress in the last century. the depletion and
degradation of natural resources took place at an unprecedented rate. Industrialisation
has been achieved at a cost formdable for nature: air water and fand. The soil has
been degraded, deforestation and desertification have aceelerated, the quality ol water
has deteriorated, the ozone layer has been depleted and there has been a considerable
increase in the cost of pollution in the form of health hazards and deaths (see Human
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Development Report 1998: World Development Report 1999/2000; and Global Envi-

ronment Oudook 2000 for numerical estimates),

Hand in hand with these alarming ecological trends, poverty and inequality have in-
creased considerably. Billions of men, women and children go hungry each day and
are deprived of elementary amenities for their subsistence. all in a world where capital
and technology have attained new heights. More than a third of the population in
south Asia and sub-Saharan Africa are poor and live under miserable conditions. The
increase in inequality during the last few decades has heen appalling. Today the poorest
20 per cent of the world’s population receive a meagre one per cent ol the global in-
come while the richest 20 per cent have over 86 per cent. Between 1960 and 1995 the
ratio of income of the richest 20 per cent in the world o the poorest 20 per cent has
mercased from 30:1 10 82:1 (Human Development Report. 1998),

The fragility of the current global environment, coupled with the increase in popula-
ton. inequality and the numbers ol the poor calls [or urgent measures for develop-
ment: development that is sustainable. The issue at hand is not (o induce a further
acceleration ol the rate of production. Tt is rather 1o ensure that production and distri-
bution activities occur in patterns that guarantee the wellbeing of the present genera-
tion and. at the same time. refrain from depleting the resources that should he reserved

for coming generations.

A recent initiative undertaken by the World Bank — “Consultations with the Poor”

had the aim ol defining wellbeing and poverty in terms ol the priorities set forth by the
poor themselves. In view ol the fact that poverty and environmental degradation are
closely linked and, in reality, are two sides of the same coin. this paper aims at examin-

ing the results obtained in the study!

An initiative of this kind is unique since poverty is usually defined through academic
methods without any particular attention being paid o the opiions of” the poor. "The
World Bank study consists of two parts and has been published in three volumes. The
first is a review of the participatory studies, which number more than 75, carried out
during the 1990s (published as ~Can Anvone Hear Us?710 The second volume “Crying
Out for Change™ reviews a series ol consultatons that were all undertaken during a
single year, 19499, These consultations engaged 20,000 poor men and women from over
200 communities in 23 countries. (A third volume, “From Many Lands™ contains the
country case studies and the methodology.) The Poverty Group at the World Bank has
prepared a *Global Synthesis™ (World Bank, 1999 of the latter consultations. The
authors suggest that this is the first ever large=scale participatory study that has had the
aim ol listening to the poor. It is emphasised time and again that “the poor are the true

poverty experts’.

This paper proceeds as [ollows. In section 2, poverty is depicted as both a cause and

consequence ol natural degradation. The vast majority of the world’s poor live in two

" Although poverty and envivomment are linked with cach other, other factors also affect them divectly, of which
production technology. consumption pattern and population growth are a few These factors lurthermore interact in

wanvs that are diflicult to apprehencd.
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distinet geographical regions. south Asia and sub-Saharan Alrica. South Asia alone is
the home of 40 per cent of the world's poor. There has heen livde urbanisation in hoth
these regions and the majority of the poor sull live in rural arcas (the proportion of
people living in rural areas in south Asia and sub-Saharan Afvica is 72 per cent and 68
per cent, respectively. World Development Indicators. 2000), The focus of this paper is
on the relationship between the environment and poverty in a rural context. In section
3 the focus iy on instional failures, both national and global. This is followed by an
examination ol the results obtained in the consultations study. Concluding remarks are
then presented.

2. Poverty and natural capital

Poverty is most frequently defined (hoth in academic literature and in development
communitics) as a lack of sullicient income to fullil basic needs. Measurements ol pov-
erty identify a basket ol goods that are necessary to meet basic needs, and the cost ol
purchasing these goods is then estimated. A person whose income falls short of this cost
is regarded poor. A threshold of income poverty that has recently hecome fashionable
is the one that of “one dollar a day™, adjusted for purchasing power parity (see recent
Warld Bank publications|.

This approach has a number of shortcomings. One [undamental shortcoming is that
poverty, which is a fack of wellbeing and should consequently be measured on a scale of
atthty, is identified with income (sce van Praag, 1982 and the extensive literature on the
Leyden school for this view . A major dilliculty from a practical point of” view, however,
is that it often is impossible to “convert”™ income into the constituents ol wellbeing (i,
income is not fungible), Lack ol security in a community may. for example. be per-
ceived as making people poor. Still acdollar @ day may not always be the right instru-

ment to provide it

Poverty is about a person’s state of” being, how a person is doing given the resources that
he has at his command: is he well-nourished, does he have shelier, can he read and
write and so on. Ttis thereby a person’s “capability™ (o [ullil his hasic necds that may
conveniently he delined as poverty (see Sen, 1985, and recent issues of the Human

Development Report: also see Hossain, 1998).

This particular point, in a slightly different context. is scored foreefully in the consulta-
tions. Tt s made evident that poverty is much more than income alone, that it is far
(rom a single-headed concept, and that material and subjective perceptions (e.g. sense
ol belonging to the community) are both equally important. Food, shelter, clothing,

health, security, freedom of choiee all have important bearings on poverty,

The economy ol the poor is often one based on biomass. The poor rely heavily on the
local environmental resouree-base for their hvelihoods, The standard of living of the
poor is dependent on the availability and quality of” the natural resourees: land. waten

forest and so on.
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Omce this faetis recognised it hecomes casy o refate the capabilits of the raral poor

to certain environmental assets that exist in rural areas. Reardon and Nosti (1997 )0 lor
instance, have identilied distinet categories ol natural resources that have a bearing on
rural poverty, These are (1) natural resources such as water and soil. ground cover, biodi-
versity (1) on-farm resources: livestock, farmland. pastures, reservoirs. ete.. (i ofl-larm
resources: local fimancial and physical capital. and (v community-owned resources:

roads. dams and commons., ete.

The loss of any ol these assets may render a rural houschold vulnerable. Take the case
ol local forest and the supply of energy. A seemingly simple task such as the collection
ol [ucl-wood. [or instance, may represent a large share of houschold activity. A study of
a micro-watershed i a Himalavan village in India has revealed that 25 per cent of the
villagers™ work time is devoted o fuel collection. animal care and grazing (Centre for
Science and Environment, 19901, The same study has also estimated that the children
in the arca spend onesand-a-hall times as many hours at work as adult males, Children
m rural houscholds routinely carry out such tasks as collecting fuel and fodder. taking
care ol domestic animals, fetching water, and <o on. Nale children can become net

producers aras carly an age as twelve years (Cain, 1977,

Taken together, the above considerations should imply that, where coping with deterio-
rating environment in rural arcas is concerned. a large houschold has an advantage
over a stnall houschiold, This conjecture ts indeed corfirmed i stadies on degradation
and family size. Filmer and Pritchett (19961 [or instance. report a positive correlation
hetween fertlity and distance o the local forest (in rural Pakistan ). the forest being a
source ol lirewood. Houscholds located in areas with a greater distance o firewood

were found o have more children (also see Cleaver and Schreiber, 1994,

In the loregoine the directon of cause and efleet has been from environmental deple-
Hon (e.g Joss ol forests) 1o poverty. The link may either be direct, allecting income. or

indirect. e.g. inducing an inerease in family size,

The reverse direction. from poverty to degradation, may also be possible and this has
been emphasised i the iterature, Referring o a vicious circle of poverty-cnvironmental
degradation i the Middle Hills of Nepal, Eckholm (1976) wrote in his pioneering study:

Populaton growth in the context of a traditional agrarian tcchnology is
forcing farmers onto even steeper slopes, slopes unlit for sustained farming
cven with the astonishingly claborate terracing practice there. Meanwhile,
villagers must roam further and further from their houses to gather fodder
and Jirewood, thus surrounding villages with a widening cirele ol denuded

hillside,

Since theny this has been endorsed by numerous studies. See Kasperson et al. (19961
Browa et al. (19981 and che Wordd Bank (19984 for the fuelwood crisis, desertification,

and the negative impact of shifting cultivation, respectively. See also Dasgupta (1993,
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and  Cleaver and Schreiber (1994 (or sub-Saharan Africa? The arcuments have clus-
tered mainly around two dilferent themes (a) short time-horizons and excessive risk-
taking behaviour on the part of the poor and (b) high rates of population growth and

the associated stress on a [ragile environment.,

Yet there is a thivd strand of literature that completely rejects causality of any sort and
cmphasises imstead the adaptive capacity of the formal and informal local institutions
i mitigating shocks and stress. In a seminal piece ol vesearch, Boserup (19651 has
highlighted fin o somewhat different context) how institutions and technology adapt
o meet changes in population and scarcity ol resources. Populaton and scarcity of
resources are then seen as agents of change and not as something that causes harm

o the environment (also see Boserup, 1981 and Simon. 1981

The focus of this strand of hterature 1s on the management practices and skitls of the
local population. Neither poverty nor inerease in population is perceived to constitute

a threat o the environment, and degradation is seen instead as an outcome of faulty
mstitutions and policy arrangements. Examples are cited, both historical and from
case studies, that illustrate the adaptive capacities ol the grass root institutions in facing
changed realites in enviconment and population. (Sce ‘Tiflen et al. 1994 Tves and
Messerli. 1989, Sillitoe, 1998, Berry, 1989, Ostrom. 1990, Ahluwalia, 1997, Leach et al.
1997 and Bromley, 1992,

3. Failure in institutional arrangements

Much resource-base degradation and depletion is related o the (natural) difficulties in
defining property rights. The “tragedy ol the commons™ occurs once the henefits off
harnessing a common property are not balanced by the cost of maintaining it. Over-

exploitation may follow.’

Property rights, however, should not be confused with rights to private property alone.
As opposed to private property. the provision of communal and collective ownership
has plaved significant role in the development of human society. On numerous ocei-
sions it has been the erosion of common property rights, rather than the failure of

This, however. does not mphy e a veduaion i povern will s trefly npreve the eavivomment, Vhere are yaay
reasons [or this. 0 The poor conmunities may already have well devised nstitutional structures and coping
techanisms in place 1o manage local commons and to- deal with environmmental stress and shocks. i A veduction in
poverty is not seldom accompanied by rapid shifts in production technology and demography e rbanisation
While these may mitigare the effects of some of the current aspects of dererioration, they may also introduce new
omes. Finally (dita reduction in poverty ofien fails o inprove the lor of the poorest people in sociey, Indeed i is this

section of the papulation that has 1o rely most heavily on marginal resources,

Hardin 1968 argned that commonly owned environmental resources would be damaged in the face of rapid
poptlation growth since evervone would {ree-ride or seek o maxinise their short=term interests, This has been
eriticised on the gronnd that “commons™ are not the sune as “open=access”™ resonrces Harrison, 19920 I Faet
villags commions are ofien manased a sophisticated manner with baplicis arvangemcents of benelits and abliga-

Hions.
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bringing propertics into private ownership. that has led 1o environmental degradation.

The following examples may provide an illustration.,

Jodha (1986, 19951 has estimated that, in a sample ol dry-land villages in India, there
has been a 23 60 per cent deeline in the arcas covered by the commons over a period
ol 25 vears. This has happened as a result ol a privatisation drive. The reliance ol the
poor houscholds on the village commons has been in the range of 1525 per cent of

the total imecome.

In a different study Jodha (1980} has suggested that the merease in prolitability of crop-
ping and grazing, triggered by the governmental land reform programmes, has heen
the reason [or increased desertification in the northern Indian State of Rajasthan.
Ensminger (1990 reported an increase in inequality in Kenya due o privatisation of
the common grazing ficlds. Feder (1977 claimed that the degradation of vast forest-
lands m the Amazon basin occurred as a result of beel caule expansion., supported by
strengthened infrastructure and loan facilities (also see Binswanger. 19991, The local
farmers were displaced and their protein intake declined in spite ol that the production

of beel mercased i the area (see Hecht, 19851,

Faulty institutional arrangements and policies imposed upon the local communities by
central authorities may also lie hehind degradaton. Biased cconomic poliey (dislavour-
ing agriculture’ in most ol sub-Saharan Africa has been a major cause ol faltering
investment in this sector and the resultant degradauon of the soil. A recent study of the
Structural Adjustment Programme in southern Afrvica (South Africa, Tanzania, Zam-
bia and Zimbabwe) claims that, by focusing exclusively on macro economic variables,
the programme neglected performance at both the sector and institutional levels, 'The

programme has thereby failed to improve the environment in the region AWWIE 2000

4. Consultations with the poor

The consultatons undertaken by the Bank shed new light on the concept of poverty
and may lead to a rethinking of some of the set ideas that are often held. A number of
findings in the consultations are striking. According to the report: “The large majority
ol poor people mcluded in Consultations across the 23 countries said they are worse ol
now, have [ewer economic opportunities, and live with greater inequality than in the

past.”

The consultations identified several elements of wellbeing and poverty. They have then
been grouped into five different categories: () material wellbeing, (h) physical wellbe-
ing. (¢! [reedom of action and choiee, (d) security, and (¢} social wellbemg, A poverty
trap has then been constructed with the following problems: corruption, violenee, pow-

crlessness, incapacity, and bare subsistence level,

The consultations were meant o take place within a [ramework of a “participatory and

open-cnded method.™ But nonetheless it focused on four distinet concepts (i) good and
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bad Tives. an priorities of the poor, (i) interactions with the state. market and civil society
and (v the evolution of eender and social relations. Concerns lor the enviranment and

natural resources were thus excluded from the very outset of the consultations.

During the consultations the poor people naturally had o pay heed o the sarvey de-
sien ol the rescarchers and. as a consequence, environmental concerns were not ex-
pheitly voiced. Tt should also e noted that environmental factors are often instrumen-
tal to wellbeing and not its constituent-clements. The environment thus is not given
priority in the list of elements that focus upon the “meaning”™ ol wellbeing (as the con-
sultations did). Morcover. the impacts ol certain tvpes ol depleton and degeneration,
regardless ol thetr severity, are hard to “infer™ and can only be deteeted through “esti-
mation™. Acid rain and ¢lobal warming ([and other chanees in the environment that
are transhoundary in nature ) may well belong 1o this category. Careful thought will
nevertheless reveal that the clements of wellbeing and poverty expressed by the poor do
in fact have an outright hearing on environmental damage. In the [ollowing a link is
sought between the five categories ol wellbemge that are mentioned in the consultations

and the ever-deteriorating natural resources.

(a) Material wellbeing: As discussed above, the material wellbeing of the poor is
linked directly to the accessibility and quality of the natural resource base (for grow-
ing food. grazing land. wild food, fish. fuel, fodder and other resources). Depletion
and degradation of the local environment may thus greatly aggravate poverty. A
recent study made in West Kalimantan, Indonesia has estimated that 95 per cent ol
the forest in the region has an agricultural opportumity cost that is less than 2 dol-
lars per hectare per year. On the other hand, the extractive values alone ol minor
forest products such as fruis, laex medicines, etes amount o 70 dollass (Chomitz,
and Kumari. 19981, Accessibility to commons, [or instance, may diminish as a resulg
ol privatsation, introducton of new technology. population growth. cte. A loss in
accessibility, in turn, may have a substantal impact on houschold income. Similarly
faulty public policies both at national (e.g. agricultural policies in sub-Saharan Afri-
caand the consequent decline i per capita (ood production! and international
levels may result in severe degradation.

(b)Physical wellbeing: Lnvironmental conditions play an important role in deter-
mining the health of the poor: Polluted water and air is the major cause ol diar-
rhoca and respiratory diseases. Standing water and accumulated solid waste trans-
mit diseases such as malaria and dengue fever, Two million people, most in south
Asia and sub-Saharan Alvica, die cach vear from indoor pollution alone (burning
dung, wood and crop residues: WHOL 1997, There is asignificant correlation he-
tween water and sanitation on the one hand and child survival and child malnutr-
tion on the other (Hammer, 19971 The relationship between health outcomes and
the availability of fresh water is well documented (Klees eval, 1999 The major
victims of the HIN=¢pidemics are once again the poor in sub-Saharan Alrica, and
particularly adult males in their prime. The impact ol this has been to reduce
houschold income and to make rural families even more dependent on the dwin-
dling environmental resources that are available. With rapid urbanisation and

industrialisation livelihoods in urban arcas are becoming bleak. In urban arcas
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environmental hazards and environmental degradation exist side by side with other
hazards that impose a serious health burden on vulnerable groups. Lack of piped
waten sanitation and drainage, hich concentrations ol biological pathogens, chem-
ical pollutants, ete. cause ill health and premature death among the poor. ofien
among those who are already suflering from immunological deficiency (see Satter-

thwatte, 1999,

(¢) Security: 1'he poor have identified security from natural calamities and cconomic
vulnerability as an element ol wellbeing, Floods, eyclones, hurricanes, carthquakes.
droughts cte. typically hit those living in poverty hardest. Both the immediate and
the lasting effects of natural calamities on poor households are devastating, Natural
disasters coupled with lack of social safety nets and credit markets may result in a
poverty wap that lasts lor gencrations. A nise i sea level by one metre (as a resalt ol
clobal warming) is expected, for instance, to cut rice production in Bangladesh by
hall (World Development Report, 19997200010 And it is. once again, the poor who

arce the prime victims of the arsenic contamination ol ground water in Bangladesh.

Peace. security and conlliets have a direct bearing on the environment. Soil degra-
dation. loss ol fertlity. desertification cte. foree people to move o new settlements
lor a better hving. According to UNHCR (1998, more than 27 million people were
receiving refugee assistance i 1995, (According 1o Myers and Kent, 1995, the
number ol environmental refugees may be as high as 25 million.] Refugees and
displaced people are then foreed 1o make assaulis on the environment and put pres-
sure on the over-stretched infrastructure for their survival. Similarhe war and armed
conflicts cause resource productivity to collapse and the damage is spread widely

[ar beyond the arcas originally alfected. People displaced by war bring new fragile
arcas under pressure. The second Gull war, for instance. has highlichted these
problems.

(d)Freedom of action and choice: I'reedom of action and choice is related 1o the
livelihoods of the rural poor and is closely intertwined with the management of
local environmental resources. The depletion of the village commons, lor instance,
i Lavour ol privatisaton and central control deprives the local community of the
management ol the resources. The loss ol ownership. on its own, may lead 1o a
sense ol alienaton and thereby ageravate poverty, 'The erosion of village commons
and forestlands make people worse-ofl'if those who have been deprived are not
allowed to share the bhenefits of the new arrangements. Centralised decision-mak-
g, at a distance from the site i question, may olten Ll to take the local resource-

bhase realities into account.

e vise inosea level will el 17" of the Land area in Bangladesh, threatening the Sundarbans which contain the
Lrgest mangrove forests o the world along with their uniquely rich flora and fauna,
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(e) Social wellbeing: Good relations within the family and community have been
defined in the consultations as social wellbeing. Social wellbeing may also be seen
as the ability of people to participate in society and not o be excluded.” Social
mequality. accentuated by the deterioration of the natural resource-base (e.e. due to
natural calamities), may be a major cause of soctal allliction (occasianally forcing
people o become refugees). Inequality has long been identified as a potential source
ol social unrest and conflict. and both poverty and depletion of the local resource-
base may cause an increase i mequality, Wellbeing may also he gender specilic.
Child malnutrition in south Asia, for instance, is almost twice as high as in sub-
Saharan Africa, and the diflerence cannot be explamed by disparities in poverty
rates or lood availability: The root of this so-called Asian enigma s thought o he a
result of the (lower) status of the Asian women in socicty compared to their African
counterparts (Ramalingaswami et al. 1996], Pavents whose children have high rates
of morbidity and mortality tend to prefer large families. thereby putting an extra

strain on environnient.

The participatory method that has been emploved in the consultatons has been eriti-
cised on several different grounds. In launching the study James Wollensohn. president
ol the World Bank, said: *My colleagues and 1 decided that in order to map our own
course for the uture, we need to know about our clients as individuals. We Taunched a
study entitled *Noices ol the Poor™ ... 7 iquoted in “Can Anvone Hear Us?71L Inan
interesting survey with the provocative title “How Can T1e Know What 7hey Wane?
Understanding Local Perceptions of Poverty and Hl-being in Asia™. Moore, Choud-

hary and Stngh (1999) write:

They would like more insight into how poor people in poor countries understand
the character, causes. correlates and cures ol poverty and deprivation, ... A re-
view of the literature available on poor people’s perceptions ol poverty and ill
being in Asia sugeests that i is very difficuadl lo oblain this kind of knowledge m a policy-
relevant form. "Vhe information is heavily fltered by the context in which it was
collected, the values of the researchers, and the expectations of the respondents

(emphasis added).

Economists (at the World Bank), specialising in quantitative analysis. have also raised
ot surprisingly ) similar doubts. In a recent cconometric study entitled “Identifying
Wellare Effects from Subjective Questions”, Ravallion and Lokshin (2000) write in the
summary, “We argue that the welfare inferences drawn from answers (o subjective-
qualitative survey questions are clouded by concerns over the structure of measurement
errors and how latent psychological factors influence observed respondent characteris-

Hes.

CThe root of this concern goes back 1o Adam Smith 17760 Smith, referring 1o “leather shoes™, wrote: " The poorest

credible person of either sex would be ashamed to appear in public withow them.”
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5. Concluding remarks

The vast majority of the world’s poor five in the rural areas of south Asia and sub-
Saharan Afvica. The livelihoods of the rural poor are extremely dependent on the
fragile environmental resource-base that the poor are often compelled o inhabit. Fur-
ther degradation and depleton of the nature in their local community will invariably
exacerbate the lot of the poor. An aggravation of poverty. in turn, will compel the poor
to make use ol the margmal nataral resources at therr disposal in a way that mayv not

he sustainable,

The analysis presented by Boserup shows that historically it was the scarcity of resoure-
es and populaton growth that ultimately compelled societies to innovate institutions
and echnology. thereby opening up new avenues lor [urther achievement. However.
what has heen true in the past may not hold in the future. Since the publication of
Boserup’s hook (19651 the world population has almost doubled. (In 1960 the world
population was three billion and it surpassed six billion in 1999, It is expected that a

billion more will be added in a decade.

The assues are complex and there appears (o be no quick solution to the problems that
we face today. But it s true that there s an urgent need to view environmental degra-
dation and poverty within an integrated framework. Dire poverty. a dwindling natural
resource base, the weakening ol the commons and traditonal mstitutions, lack ol ade-
quate provision lor physical infrastructure— all need to be addressed in a holistic con-
text. What is needed is an approach that views poverty and natural destruction as two
sides of the same coimn. Adoss of a natural resource that s permanent should invariabty
be regarded at the same time as an exacerbation of” human poverty. And time is run-

ning out.

A recent study entitled “Consultations with the Poor™ attempted o define poverty and
wellbeing in terms ol the priorites set forth by the poor themselves. The study may well
have captured the “subjective™ aspect ol the notion of poverty and this indeed is impor-
tant. But poverty as a concept is Lar from being exclusively subjectve. 'The capability

to be well-nourished and [ree from disease, o be able o read and write, to have shelter
cte., are at the core ol poverty, regardless of how their merits are perceived. These
capabilites are, in turn. contingent on the natural resource-base (e.g. as listed in Rear-
don and Nostin in communitios. By {ailing to take note ol this important consideration
the consultations study becomes rather limited in nature and sheds light on only one

particular aspect. viz. the subjective aspect ol poverty.

The study focused on the elements of poverty and not on its underlving causes. In this
settung it is only natural that issues such as material and social wellbemg, health, securi-
tv and so on were given prominence in the responses. This bias (of neglecting the un-
derlying causes) has resulted in a deseription of poverty that overlooks its important
civironmental underpinnings. Poverty, in reality; is intimately linked with the loss of

the natural resource-base in the communities.
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