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Linking Sustainability to Agricultural 
Growth and the Alleviation of 
Poverty ... The Critical Triangle 

by Stephen A. Vosti 

The natural resource base must, ultimately, sustain livelihoods. In developing 
countries agriculture is the basis of these livelihoods because of its importance 
to the rural and national economies. In the past decade, policymakers in 
developing countries, already faced with the twin challenges of spurring 
agricultural production to feed a rapidly growing population and finding an 
economic engine to stimulate economic growth and reduce poverty, have had to 
confront a third urgent issue--a degrading natural resource base. Developing 
countries with rapid rates of population growth and without appropriate 
agricultural technology for making the most of scarce natural resources are 
losing soils, watersheds, and forests in order to maintain rural and urban 
populations. Policymakers cannot afford to abandon goals for growth and 
poverty alleviation for the sake of sustainability; unless resources are managed 
in sustainable ways, -current and future generations will find their welfare 
threatened. 

Policymakers in developing countries are increasingly frustrated as they try to 
increase agricultural production, reduce poverty, and sustain their resource base. 
Their frustration is compounded by a lack of information about how to bring 
about these desired outcomes. And they are unsure about which sustainability 
targets they should aim for, what the short- and long-term costs will be, and how 
to go about reaching these targets. For example, in the colonized areas of the 
Amazon region, policymakers are faced with a decision to preserve biodiversity 
and halt deforestation on the one hand, or to improve infrastructure and 
agricultural technology to sustain the livelihoods of hundreds of thousands of 
rural inhabitants on the other hand. It has become increasingly apparent that 
agricultural production cannot sustain adequate livelihoods if, at the same time, 
it destroys the natural resource base that agricultural production relies on. 

The complex issues associated with the critical triangle are examined in 
Agricultural Sustainabi/ity, Growth, and Poverty Alleviation: Issues and Policies, 
edited by Stephen A. Vosti, Thomas Reardon, and Winfried von Urff. The book 
addresses the issues in the context of the three agroecological zones in which 
most developing countries are located and the geopolitical regions within these 
zones. 

Priorities for Policies on Sustainability 
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The goal of sustainable use of natural resources need not undermine a nation's 
and its farmers' goals of economic growth and poverty alleviation. Although 
agricultural development can cause degradation, it does not have to. The kind of 
agricultural change that takes place and the speed at which it occurs determine 
the extent to which the natural resource base is depleted. There are a number of 
issues that must be addressed. 

1. Any definition of sustainability must include the notion of improving the 
livelihood of the population that relies on the resource base. This 
improvement requires that the resource base be managed flexibly. Thus, 
if an area is supporting a large-scale cash-cropping scheme, 
input-intensive agriculture, or the like, while its farmers increase their 
incomes and improve the health and living standards of their families 
without degrading the natural resource base, then the agricultural practice 
is sustainable. If a government has specific environmental goals that will 
affect farmers' use of land, it needs to develop alternatives for farmers 
and villagers that are capable of meeting income and health goals. For 
instance, if farmland on hillsides in Ethiopia is to be taken out of 
production and reforested to reduce soil erosion, then farmers will need 
alternative technology to increase production on less cropland. 

2. Global and national environmental concerns are often incompatible with 
smallholder farmers' goals of increasing their incomes and feeding their 
families. For instance, for a farmer in Burkina Faso, one of the driest 
areas of Africa, an important source of income is cutt1ng and selling 
firewood. Government restriction of wood sales will not stop the farmer or 
his family from selling wood, and enforcement is expensive for the 
government and devastating for the family, which may have no other 
means of supplementing its income. Policies to protect the environment 
must also meet the needs of poor rural families who degrade the 
environment because they need the money to purchase food and other 
necessities of life. 

3. The problems of environmental degradation cannot be solved only by 
relying on pricing policies that encourage a farmer to correctly "value" and 
thus protect natural resources. Deforestation by smallholder farmers in 
the humid tropics of Latin America is often attributed to an undervaluation 
of forest products. If the prices of land and forest products were high 
enough, it is claimed, farmers would switch from annual cropping and 
livestock operations to the optimal extraction of forest products, thereby 
dramatically reducing deforestation. But for many forest products, 
particularly highly perishable ones, there are no markets, and 
governments are rarely in a position to acquire buffer stocks of these 
products to create markets or support prices. More important, access to 
and use of natural resources by poor households is often their only means 
of survival, which could be adversely affected by changes in these prices. 

4. Agriculture must be more profitable in the long run in order for farmers to 
invest in improved agricultural technologies and conservation, but 
profitability of agriculture alone will not solve the problems of 
environmental degradation. Even if the immediate profits from crops are 
high, farmers may not have the money or access to credit to invest in 
conservation. Farm profitability must be stabilized and the costs and 
obstacles associated with sustainable land use and conservation must be 
reduced. 

5. Strategies to promote agricultural growth should simultaneously alleviate 
poverty and encourage the use of technologies that increase productivity 
while conserving soil and water. Although alleviating poverty and 
increasing production are not necessarily linked to promoting 
sustainability in the short term, in the long run poverty alleviation is 
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necessary for sustainability. However, sustainable resource management 
must be accompanied by policies and institutions that meet productivity 
and conservation goals. 

6. Population pressure is a major source of stress on natural resources, 
particularly in parts of Africa and Asia, where the carrying capacity of the 
land may have already been exceeded. Although most developing 
countries have declining fertility rates, their populations are increasing. 
Governments should make contraception and information about it 
available to all its peoples. 

Research Priorities 

More research on the links between sustainability, agricultural growth, and 
poverty alleviation is needed. But this should not be at the expense of economic 
research on household income and food security strategies or science-based 
research, which will lead to the development of technologies to conserve the 
resource base while raising agricultural productivity to meet rising demand. Most 
developing countries are located in three agroecological zones the 
humid/subhumid tropics, arid/ semiarid tropics, and tropical highlands. 
Conducting ecosystem and agroeconomic research within these zones will 
exploit economies of scale where countries sharing similar natural resource 
bases and sustainability problems might benefit from similar solutions and 
technologies. Research on policies for affecting agricultural production as it 
relates to natural resource management should be ·undertaken within geopolitical 
areas within these zones as well. However, even within the geopolitical context, 
research should focus on local sustainability concerns, which will vary in 
different settings. 

Research in a number of specific areas will help define the problems and point 
to solutions. This includes research on 

• the environmental consequences of international, national, and regional 
price distortions; 

• land-use patterns between agroecological regions; 
• the cultural, economic, and institutional links between poverty and natural 

resource management; 
• the relationship between agriculture and natural resource mining; 
• how land tenure affects natural resource management; and 
• the constraints to adopting technologies that simultaneously meet the 

short-term food security needs of farmers and society's long-term growth 
and conservation goals. 

Most environmentally destructive activities in the developing world are the work 
of smallholder farmers seeking to eke out a living. These activities are guided by 
government policies but are dominated by the farmers' short-term objective of 
feeding their families. Solutions to sustainable management of the natural 
resource base must include sustainable agricultural development and poverty 
alleviation. Gaining a better understanding of the interrelationships between 
these objectives will ensure solutions that will themselves be sustainable. 

Agricultural Sustainabi/ity, Growth, and Poverty Alleviation: Issues and Policies, 
edited by Stephen A. Vosti, Thomas Reardon, Winfried von Urff, 1991, the 
proceedings from a conference held 23-27 September 1991 in Feldafing, can be 
ordered from Deutsche Stiftung fOr lnternationale Entwicklung (DSE), 
Zentralstelle fOr Ernahrung und Landwirtschaft, Wielinger Str. 52, D-8133 
Feldafing, Federal Republic of Germany. 
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