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Poverty and the Environment: 

What the Poor Say


The environment is crucial to poor people - in 
terms of their health, security, earning 
capacity, physical surroundings, peace of 
mind, as well as their access to and control of 
environmental services and resources. This is 
demonstrated by a recent review of 23 
Participatory Poverty Assessments (PPAs) and 
other qualitative studies. Key messages 
include: 

Poor people are acutely aware of the effects 
of poor environmental health on their ability 
to move out of poverty. A healthy 
environment is a key indicator of well being. 
Poor environmental conditions - both in the 
home and the workplace - impact negatively 
on poor people with implications for their 
ability to pursue their livelihoods. Poverty 
and livelihood insecurity force poor men and 
women to work in environmentally 
dangerous jobs. 

Poor people clearly express their concern for 
and feeling of vulnerability in the face of 
environmental shocks and stresses. The 
impact of these shocks contributes to their 
falling into poverty or to moving down to a 
lower state of well being. Natural disasters, 
for example, often lead to land loss, food 
insecurity and trigger migration. 
Environmental shocks and stresses affect 
different people in different ways and 
consequently impact on their well being to a 
greater or lesser extent. 

The poor are under no illusions about how 
power and their lack of it both underpin well 
being and shape their relationship with the 
environment. Poor people’s powerlessness 
and low status limit their control and access 
to environmental resources and services. 
Certain groups such as women, the elderly 
and minorities are particularly disadvantaged. 

DFID’s headquarters are located at: 

DFID 1 Palace Street 
London SW1E 5HE 
UK 

Declining environmental conditions have 
significant impacts on poor people’s lives. 
Significantly for poor people, common 
property resources (CPRs) are in decline. 
Their dependence on CPRs as a safety net 
means that the loss of access to these 
resources contribute to their poverty and 
exacerbate their vulnerability. 

Changes in access to environmental goods 
and services increase the time burdens faced 
in merely ensuring household survival. 
Women and children tend to bear the brunt. 
For example, Kenyan female villagers walk up 
to seven hours to collect a bucket of water 
from a (polluted) river. Inadequate rest 
increases vulnerability to mental stress, 
chronic ill heath and disease. It also reduces 
opportunities to build strong social networks 
and makes it difficult to access information 
and public support services. 

Institutional structures and processes from 
micro level up to macro level are important 
influencing factors in how poor people are 
able to control, manage and access 
environmental resources. Poor people’s 
marginalisation restricts their access to vital 
information, markets and public officials. 
Governments’ priorities are considered by 
some to threaten poor people’s urban and 
rural security. Furthermore, the institutional 
context influences the extent to which poor 
people could mitigate against and recover 
from disaster - the poorest are often excluded 
from benefits. 

Copies of the full report: ‘Poverty and the 
Environment: What the poor Say’ are 
available from the Public Enquiry Point, 
DFID: enquiry@dfid.gov.uk, tel 0845 300 
4100 (UK), +44 1355 84 3132 (from 
overseas). 
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