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[ The Poor and the Environment: Friends or Foes?

ROBIN BROAD*
The American University, Washington, DC

Summary. — The conventional literature in the environment and development field often presents a
rather deterministic view of the relationship between poverty and the environment, revolving around the
negative impact of the poor on the environment. Based on extensive fieldwork in rural communities
across the Philippines, this article is a case study of that relationship between the poor and the environ-
ment in a country with severe poverty rates, significant environmental degradation, and a highly orga-
nized civil society. As a country where large numbers of poorer people have been transformed into envi-
ronmental activists, the Philippines offers both a refutation of the traditional paradigm of poor people as
environmental destroyers and enormous. insights into the conditions under which poor people become
ng . environmental protectors. This case study leads the author to posit a set of conditions undér which poor
Is, pecple become environmental activists rather than environmental degraders. Suggestions are made as to
the relevance of the Philippine case study for understanding the relationship between the poor and the

the environment in other parts of the Third World.
s of
1
og to
b 1. THE TRADITIONAL ARGUMENT - Environmental stress has often been seen as the result of
. ' the growing demand on scarce resources and the pollu-
The purpose of this article is to analyze the rela- tion generated by the rising living standards of the 'rcia-
tionship Between poor people and the environment tively afﬂuc':nt. But. poverty xtself-po'llutes.the environ-
based on extensive fieldwork in the Philippines. a ment, creating environmental stress in a different way.
. . e Those who are poor and hungry will often destroy their
tion country that ma‘kes.for arich case study. given its high immediate environment in order to survive: They will cut
poverty rates, fragile and .degraded ecosystems. and down forests: their Hvestock will overgraze grasslands;
- highly politicized civil society. they will overuse marginal land: and in growing numbers
- In recent years. numerous studies have drawn they will erowd into congested cities. The cumulative
S attention to a relationship between poverty and the effect of these changes is so far-reachirig as 1o make
- environment — in fact. the relationship is at the core poverty itself a major global scourge.?
of the modern field of environment and development. .
It is therefore prudent to begin by analyzing the pre- [n other words, poverty — poor people — is
vailing presuppositions about the relationship, that is,  viewed as one of the primary causes of environmental
the main assimptions about the poor and the environ- - destruction: the poor may be the victims, but so too are
z ment found in the dominant paradigm within the field  they the agents. the perpetrators. In the half-decade
of environment and development_ Three sets of since the Brundtland RevaI‘t’S publication. a number
assumed correlations can be uncovered and will be  of analysts have supported this contention about the
discussed in turn.
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focus on poverty as “a major cause and effect of global
environmental problems.” The insertion of poverty as
a variable was seen as an attempt to merge the "devel-
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report explained: '
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