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THE LINKS BETWEEN POVERTY AND ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION 

MYTH 9 : Poverty is a major cause of environmental degradation 
 
Many international reports claim that poverty is a major cause of environmental 
degradation, including the World Commission on Environment and Development’s 
report, Our Common Future70and UNEP’s Geo 2000.71 There is very little evidence 
that this is actually the case on a global scale either in rural areas72 or in urban areas.  
In urban areas, it is overwhelmingly the consumption patterns of non-poor groups 
(especially high income groups) and the production and distribution systems that serve 
them that are responsible for most environmental degradation.  The urban poor 
contribute very little to environmental degradation because they use so few resources 
and generate so few wastes.  
 
There is a strong association between environmental health problems and urban 
poverty and the confusion between ‘environmental health risk’ and ‘environmental 
degradation’ may explain why urban poverty is thought to contribute to environmental 
degradation.  But the two should not be confused. Most environmental health risks 
pose no threats to environmental degradation.   
 
Environmental degradation is usually understood in terms of high use of scarce non-
renewable resources, damage or destruction of key renewable resources (such as soils 
and forests) and the generation of wastes that are not easily assimilated or broken 
down by natural processes.  So lets consider the role of urban poverty in each of these.  
 
 In regard to non-renewable resource use, most of the houses in which low-

income groups live (and often build for themselves) use recycled or reclaimed materials 
and little use of cement and other materials with a high energy input.  Low income 
households have too few capital goods to represent much of a draw on the world’s 
finite reserves of metals and other non-renewable resources.  Most low income groups 
in urban areas rely on public transport (or they walk or bicycle) which means low 
average figures for oil consumption per person.  On average, they have low levels of 
electricity consumption on average, not only because those who are connected use 
less but also because a high proportion of low income households have no electricity 
                                                      
70  World Commission on Environment and Development, (1987), Our Common Future, Oxford University 
Press. 
71 Clarke, Robin (editor) (1999), Global Environment Outlook 2000, Earthscan Publications, London, 398 
pages. 
72 The text in this section considers this in regard to the contribution of the urban poor to environmental 
degradation. It is also difficult to see how rural poverty is a major contributor to soil degradation, 
deforestation and over-use of freshwater worldwide in that most rural poverty is a result of rural people 
having so little access to land, forests and freshwater.  Poor rural people’s production and consumption 
patterns also mean that their average contribution to greenhouse gas emissions per person are very low. 
Perhaps rural poverty contributes to environmental degradation on the very small proportion of the world’s 
forests, soils and water to which the poor have access (so it is not a major contributor to global 
environmental degration but a serious contributor to environmental degradation in particular places) but 
even this is often not apparent. For a discussion of the limited contributions of poor rural populations, see 
Satterthwaite, David (1998), "Cities and sustainable development: what progress since Our Common 
Future?", in Softing, Guri Bang, George Benneh, Kjetil Hindar, Larse Walloe and Anders Wijkman, The 
Brundtland Commission's Report - 10 years, Scandinavian University Press, Oslo, pages 27-39; 
Hartmann, Betsy (1998), "Population, environment and security: a new trinity", Environment and 
Urbanization, Vol.10, No.2, pages 113-127;  IIED, ODI, MRAG AND WCMC(1999), The Present Position - 
The Challenge in regard to protection and better management of the environment, Background paper for 
the Department for International Development, IIED, London, 75 pages plus additional annexes. 
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supply. So they are responsible for very little of the fossil fuel use that arises from oil, 
coal or gas fuelled power stations (and most electricity is derived from such power 
stations). 
 
 In regard to the use of renewable resources, low-income urban dwellers have 

much lower levels of consumption than middle and upper income groups.  They use 
much less freshwater, although this is more due to inconvenient and/or expensive 
supplies than need or choice.  They occupy much less land per person than middle and 
upper income groups – in extreme cases, the poorest 30-50 percent of a city’s 
population live on only 3-5 percent of the city’s land area.73  Low income groups 
consume less food and generally have diets that are less energy and land intensive 
than higher income groups. There are cases of low income populations depleting 
renewable resources - for instance where low income settlements have developed 
around reservoirs into which they dump wastes or where low income settlements have 
developed on slopes which, when cleared for housing, contribute to serious soil erosion 
(and the clogging of drains) - but these are problems caused more by the failure of 
urban authorities to ensure lower income groups can find safer residential sites. In 
many low income countries, many urban dwellers use fuel wood or charcoal for 
cooking (and where needed heating) and this may contribute to deforestation - 
although these fears have often proved to be without foundation.74 
 
 In regard to waste generation, low-income groups generate much less per person 

than middle and upper income groups and the urban poor generally have an 
ecologically positive role as they are the main reclaimers, re-users and recyclers of 
wastes from industries, workshops and wealthier households.  It is likely to be middle 
and upper income groups who consume most of the goods whose fabrication 
generates most toxic or otherwise hazardous wastes or persistent chemicals whose 
rising concentration within the environment has worrying ecological and health 
implications. There are small-scale urban enterprises (including illegal or informal 
enterprises) which cause serious local environmental problems - for instance 
contaminating local water sources - but their contribution to city-wide pollution 
problems relative to other groups is usually small. In addition, one cannot ascribe the 
pollution caused by small scale enterprises to the urban poor when many such 
enterprises are owned by middle or upper income groups.   
 
 In regard to greenhouse gas emissions, on average, low-income groups generate 

much lower levels per person than middle and upper income groups as their total use 
of fossil fuels, of electricity derived from fossil fuelled power stations and of goods or 
services with high fossil-fuel inputs in their fabrication and use is so much lower.  The 
only exception may be for some low income households in urban areas where there is 
a need for space heating for parts of the year and they use biomass fuels or coal in 
inefficient stoves or fires.  Such households may have above average per capita 
contributions to carbon dioxide emissions (and also to urban air pollution) but these are 
exceptional cases. 
 
Box 3 discusses a new index for assessing each person’s contribution to ecological 
unsustainability. 

                                                      
73 Alder, Graham (1995), "Tackling poverty in Nairobi's informal settlements: developing an institutional 
strategy", Environment and Urbanization, Vol.7, No.2, October, pages 85-107. 
74 See for instance  Leach, Gerald and Robin Mearns (1989), Beyond the Woodfuel Crisis - People, Land 
and Trees in Africa, Earthscan Publications, London, 309 pages. 
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Box 3: The Trump Index  
 
An index is needed to assess the contribution of different people and different lifestyles to ecological 
unsustainability.  The consumption pattern of one individual with a high consumption lifestyle could be 
used as a benchmark – for instance the consumption pattern of Donald Trump. One wonders how the use 
of non-renewable resources and generation of ecologically damaging wastes that arise from his lifestyle 
over the last ten years would compare with those of low-income urban dwellers in (for instance) India over 
the same period. One Trump’s contribution to ecological unsustainability being comparable to that of many 
millions of low-income Indian urban dwellers?   
 
If data were available to construct an accurate Trump index, it would greatly reinforce the point that it is the 
high consumption lifestyles of most high income and many middle income groups and the production 
systems that serve (and stimulate) their demands that threatens ecological sustainability. It is not each 
persons’ level of resource use and waste generation that defines their contribution to ecological 
unsustainability but the level of use of particular resources and the level of generation of particular wastes.  
The Trump Index would need to take this into account.  For instance, for food consumption, it is not so 
much the quantity of food eaten that needs to be considered but the ecological costs of producing and 
delivering it - including the amount of land and the quantity of energy and ecologically damaging chemicals 
used to do so.  The lentils grown and eaten by a low-income farmer in India or the maize grown by an 
urban household in Africa have a tiny impact compared to beef from feedlot raised cattle. For resource use 
in general, an accurate index of contributions to ecological unsustainability would need to measure the 
extent to which each person’s consumption was products from eco-systems that were being degraded or 
threatened by over-exploitation or products whose fabrication had serious ecological implications.  For 
waste generation, it would need to reflect the large differences in the ecological impact of different wastes - 
for instance taking due note of those wastes which contribute most to ecological damage or disruption of 
global systems.  Many low-income households in Africa, Asia and Latin America would hardly figure at all 
on waste generation as they generate so little waste (in part because of low consumption levels, in part 
because of high levels of re-use or recycling) and most of the waste they do generate is biodegradable. 
 
 
 
One particular myth on the relationship between environment and poverty is that “The 
global water crisis with increasing number of places facing serious water stress, is one 
reason why provision for water and sanitation is so bad.”75  But urban populations in 
low and middle income countries facing water stress are generally better served with 
water and sanitation than in countries not facing water stress.76  Many cities with the 
worst provision for water and sanitation have no water shortages; it is the lack of 
investment in water and sanitation and the inadequacies in local government that 
explain why provision is so poor. In addition, the amount of water needed to ensure 
every urban dweller has enough is a very small proportion of total water use.77  
 
As is almost always the case, there are important exceptions to these generalizations.  
Many cities face serious water shortages – but the literature on urban problems often 
focuses on cases and then implies that they are representative of all cities. The fact 
that many Algerian cities and some South African cities are facing serious water 
shortages does not mean that this is so for all urban centres in Africa. Any general 
discussion of urban problems is complicated by the great diversity of circumstances 
among the 50,000 or so urban centres around the world. Accurate generalisations are 
not easily found.  Problems of cities facing water scarcity needs attention.  But what is 
perhaps more remarkable than ‘water-scarce’ cities is the number of cities that have 
increased their population more than fifty fold in the last century (and their draw on 

                                                      
75  Hinrichsen, D., B. Robey and U.D. Upadhyay (1998), Solutions for a Water-Short World, Johns Hopkins 
School of Public Health, Population Information Program, Baltimore. 
76  The analysis was done by my colleague Gordon McGranahan and will be published in UN-Habitat, The 
State of Water and Sanitation in Cities (provisional title), Earthscan Publications, due for publication in 
2003.  
77 UN-Habitat, The State of Water and Sanitation in Cities (provisional title), Earthscan Publications, due 
for publication in 2003.  
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freshwater resources much more than fifty fold) and still have not run out of water. 
Even some of the world’s largest cities still meet their water needs from local sources – 
perhaps not surprisingly because many important cities developed beside large rivers 
because these provided cheap readily available water supplies and were important for 
inter-city and international transport. Again, this document is not claiming that major 
cities in low and middle income nations have no water problems.  In most such cities, 
groundwater is being depleted and both ground and surface waters polluted. But the 
reasons are not so much to do with lack of water as with poor governance. 
 


