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A POLICY AND AGROECOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

STEPHEN A. VOSTI AND THOMAS REARDON 

Policymakers in developing countries are faced with the need to pursue three chal
lenging goals simultaneously. Agricultural production must grow to keep up with 
rapidly increasing populations, and increased crop production will have to come 
from higher yields, not more land under the plow. Poverty alleviation is essential, 

for poverty ruins lives and undermines development, the environment, and political stabil
ity. At the same time, natural resource use must be made sustainable. 

In the long term, it is easy to see that the three goals are complementary: for example, 
sustaining the natural resource base will help agricultural productivity growth. But in the 
short term, there may be trade-offs among the three goals. A major challenge is to find poli
cies, institutions, and technologies to make the three goals more compatible. 

To achieve this critical triangle of goals, much more must be learned about the links 
among agricultural growth, poverty alleviation, and the sustainable use of natural resources, 
and the factors that condition these links. The book Sustainability, Growth, and Poverty 
Alleviation: A Policy and Agroecological Perspective, edited by Stephen A. Vosti and 
Thomas Reardon, examines the complex issues associated with the critical triangle. 

THE CRITICAL TRIANGLE 

The book focuses on two sides of the critical triangle: how agricultural growth interacts 
with the environment and how poverty interacts with the environment. 
For growth-environment links, the question is not whether agricultural growth should 

take place or how fast it should be, but rather how it can occur without degrading the natural 
resource base. Where land is in short supply, agricultural growth must combine sustainabil
ity-whereby private and common land and water resources are protected and degradation 
is stopped and reversed-with intensification, which is the use of more or better-quality 
inputs on the same amount of agricultural land. Intensification raises its own risks of envi
ronmental degradation, but intensified use of private land for agriculture can also reduce 
pressure on common and open-access areas, thus helping the environment. 

Links between poverty and environment are also crucial. In the long run, if the natural 
resource base is degraded and conservation investments are not made, increased poverty is 
unavoidable . In the short to medium term, however, poverty-environment links are less 
clear. The strength and direction of the links can differ depending on the kinds of assets held 
by the poor, the types of environmental problems they face, and existing policies and natu
ral resource management technologies. For example, if the poor are poor in farmland and 
depend on the commons for their livelihood, barring access to the commons will reduce 
degradation but hurt the poor. The book also suggests that a different poverty line may be 
necessary to identify poverty-environment links. Some households have incomes above an 
established welfare poverty line-that is, they have enough to eat-but are still too poor to 
invest in maintaining or enhancing their natural resource base. The book refers to these 
farmers as conservation investment poor. 

FACTORS AFFECTING GROWTH-ENVIRONMENT 
AND POYERlY-ENYIRONMENT LINKS 

Policies, technologies, institutions, population, agroecology, and climate change can af
fect the links among sustainability, growth, and poverty alleviation by affecting the 



choices of rural households and com
munities, and the context in which 
these choices are made. 

Relating specific policies to pre
cise environmental, growth, or poverty 
alleviation outcomes is a complex task, 
but this volume argues that the broader 
the policy instrument (say trade or 
macroeconomic policy), the broader 
and hence less predictable the effect on 
the environment 'or its links with 
growth or poverty alleviation. For ex
ample, trade policies affect overall 
economic behavior of large groups of 
producers and consumers, which in tum 
affects the environment. Such policies 
are too blunt to be relied upon for in
fluencing the use of natural resources 
in desired ways. Policies that directly 
affect access to and use of natural re
sources are generally more effective 
and efficient tools for such purposes. 

Another key challenge is to de
sign technologies that meet both 
growth and sustainability goals
overlap technologies-that can be ef
ficiently used by farmers , including 
poor farmers. Progress in finding such 
technologies will be slow, for research 
budgets and support for agricultural 
research are being cut and many tech
nologies are designed for conditions in 
developed rather than developing 
countries. To meet this challenge, tra
ditional, commodity-based agricul
tural research and extension programs 
should be reoriented to focus on 
developing-country agroecological zones 
and on a variety of products (crops, 
livestock, forests , and agroforestry). 

Institutions are the legal and social 
rules and norms affecting, among other 
things, households' use of the environ
ment, property rights, distribution of 
wealth, and risk sharing in the commu
nity. Poverty erodes communities' tra
ditional risk-sharing or insurance institu
tions by overtaxing them, forcing the 
poor to fend for themselves . Policies 
that both strengthen traditional institu
tions and encourage innovative institu
tions (particularly in the face of increas
ing population pressure) can alleviate 
poverty and reduce the need for the 
poor to overexploit natural resources. 

Population growth increases pres
sure on resources and can spur pro
cesses that degrade the environment. 
Reducing population growth would re
duce trade-offs between growth and 
sustainability. Decreasing population 
pressure in fragile areas is necessary 
but not sufficient to guarantee sustain
able natural resource management. 

Opportunities for progress on mak
ing the three development goals com
patible vary between agroecological 
zones, defined according to their soils, 
rainfall, ground- and surface water, and 
sunshine. In environmentally fragile, 
less-favored agroecological zones it is 
difficult to intensify agriculture. Food
grain production will be more costly, 
suggesting that one should focus on live
stock, agroforestry, and other nonstaple 
production systems. In more-favored 
zones agricultural intensification is es
sential to meeting sustainability and 
poverty alleviation objectives. National 
policies should not only promote zone
specific opportunities, but also address 
the food security and inequity issues that 
can emerge as a result of these strategies. 

Finally, at the most aggregate level, 
potential increases in global mean 
temperatures and the increasing likeli
hood of extreme climatic events (like 
droughts and floods) can affect growth
environment-poverty links in the tropics. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Afocus on the critical triangle of 
development goals has several 

broad implications for natural resource 
policy. First, macroeconomic and sec
toral policies that provide a stable plat
form for general economic growth and 
do not tax the agriculture sector are 
necessary but not sufficient to promote 
good natural resource management by 
rural households and communities
sound natural resource policies and in
vestments are also needed. 

Second, policymakers should es
tablish secure and transferable rights 
for natural resources that take account 
of the environmental and other costs 
that result from production and con
sumption processes. These systems of 

rights can be traditional or nontradi
tional, but the most successful policies 
will probably combine elements of 
both. An eye should be kept on the re
source use rights of the poor, however. 
As the incentive to establish owner
ship rises, the poor ' s access to re
sources is often reduced. 

Third, natural resource policies 
need to fit overall development objec
tives (growth and poverty alleviation) 
and vice versa. Natural resource poli
cies need not be top priority (which 
would be politically unsustainable), 
but they should not clash with devel
opment goals. Instead, the three objec
tives should be mutually reinforcing. 

Fourth, natural resources that are 
locally abundant but regionally or 
globally scarce are often underpriced 
and consequently overexploited. In 
such cases, governments should inter
vene to remove the disparity between 
the market value and the "scarcity 
value" of the resource, making sure 
that such actions do not undermine the 
food security of households depending 
on these resources. 

Finally, policies affecting the 
prices of agricultural factors such as 
land and water can be of special value. 
Land taxes, for example, can promote 
the clear definition and potential trans
ferability of property rights as well as 
provide resources for local develop
ment. But land taxes, or any tax on 
natural resources held by the poor, can 
increase food insecurity. 
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Sustainability, Growth, and Poverty Alle
viation: A Policy and Agroecological Perspec
tive, edited by Stephen A. Vosti and Thomas Re
ardon, $55, is available f rom the Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2715 North Charles Street, 
Baltimore, Maryland, 21218-4319 (telephone: 
1-800-537-5487 or 1-41 0-516-6957). 


