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Greenery is for the poor too, particularly on their own doorstep

WHY should we care about the environment? Ask a European, and he will probably point to global warming. Ask the two little boys playing outside a newsstand in Da Shilan, a shabby neighbourhood in the heart of Beijing, and they will tell you about the city's notoriously foul air: “It's bad—like a virus!”
Given all the media coverage in the rich world, people there might believe that global scares are the chief environmental problems facing humanity today. They would be wrong. Partha Dasgupta, an economics professor at Cambridge University, thinks the current interest in global, future-oriented problems has “drawn attention away from the economic misery and ecological degradation endemic in large parts of the world today. Disaster is not something for which the poorest have to wait; it is a frequent occurrence.”
Every year in developing countries, a million people die from urban air pollution and twice that number from exposure to stove smoke inside their homes. Another 3m unfortunates die prematurely every year from water-related diseases. All told, premature deaths and illnesses arising from environmental factors account for about a fifth of all diseases in poor countries, bigger than any other preventable factor, including malnutrition. The problem is so serious that Ian Johnson, the World Bank's vice-president for the environment, tells his colleagues, with a touch of irony, that he is really the bank's vice-president for health: “I say tackling the underlying environmental causes of health problems will do a lot more good than just more hospitals and drugs.”
The link between environment and poverty is central to that great race for sustainability. It is a pity, then, that several powerful fallacies keep getting in the way of sensible debate. One popular myth is that trade and economic growth make poor countries' environmental problems worse. Growth, it is said, brings with it urbanisation, higher energy consumption and industrialisation—all factors that contribute to pollution and pose health risks. 
	

	

	

	


In a static world, that would be true, because every new factory causes extra pollution. But in the real world, economic growth unleashes many dynamic forces that, in the longer run, more than offset that extra pollution. As chart 5 makes clear, traditional environmental risks (such as water-borne diseases) cause far more health problems in poor countries than modern environmental risks (such as industrial pollution). 
Rigged rules
However, this is not to say that trade and economic growth will solve all environmental problems. Among the reasons for doubt are the “perverse” conditions under which world trade is carried on, argues Oxfam. The British charity thinks the rules of trade are “unfairly rigged against the poor”, and cites in evidence the enormous subsidies lavished by rich countries on industries such as agriculture, as well as trade protection offered to manufacturing industries such as textiles. These measures hurt the environment because they force the world's poorest countries to rely heavily on commodities—a particularly energy-intensive and ungreen sector. 
Mr Dasgupta argues that this distortion of trade amounts to a massive subsidy of rich-world consumption paid by the world's poorest people. The most persuasive critique of all goes as follows: “Economic growth is not sufficient for turning environmental degradation around. If economic incentives facing producers and consumers do not change with higher incomes, pollution will continue to grow unabated with the growing scale of economic activity.” Those words come not from some anti-globalist green group, but from the World Trade Organisation.
Another common view is that poor countries, being unable to afford greenery, should pollute now and clean up later. Certainly poor countries should not be made to adopt American or European environmental standards. But there is evidence to suggest that poor countries can and should try to tackle some environmental problems now, rather than wait till they have become richer. 
This so-called “smart growth” strategy contradicts conventional wisdom. For many years, economists have observed that as agrarian societies industrialised, pollution increased at first, but as the societies grew wealthier it declined again. The trouble is that this applies only to some pollutants, such as sulphur dioxide, but not to others, such as carbon dioxide. Even more troublesome, those smooth curves going up, then down, turn out to be misleading. They are what you get when you plot data for poor and rich countries together at a given moment in time, but actual levels of various pollutants in any individual country plotted over time wiggle around a lot more. This suggests that the familiar bell-shaped curve reflects no immutable law, and that intelligent government policies might well help to reduce pollution levels even while countries are still relatively poor.
Developing countries are getting the message. From Mexico to the Philippines, they are now trying to curb the worst of the air and water pollution that typically accompanies industrialisation. China, for example, was persuaded by outside experts that it was losing so much potential economic output through health troubles caused by pollution (according to one World Bank study, somewhere between 3.5% and 7.7% of GDP) that tackling it was cheaper than ignoring it. 
One powerful—and until recently ignored—weapon in the fight for a better environment is local people. Old-fashioned paternalists in the capitals of developing countries used to argue that poor villagers could not be relied on to look after natural resources. In fact, much academic research has shown that the poor are more often victims than perpetrators of resource depletion: it tends to be rich locals or outsiders who are responsible for the worst exploitation. 
Local people usually have a better knowledge of local ecological conditions than experts in faraway capitals, as well as a direct interest in improving the quality of life in their village. A good example of this comes from the bone-dry state of Rajasthan in India, where local activism and indigenous know-how about rainwater “harvesting” provided the people with reliable water supplies—something the government had failed to do. In Bangladesh, villages with active community groups or concerned mullahs proved greener than less active neighbouring villages.
Community-based forestry initiatives from Bolivia to Nepal have shown that local people can be good custodians of nature. Several hundred million of the world's poorest people live in and around forests. Giving those villagers an incentive to preserve forests by allowing sustainable levels of harvesting, it turns out, is a far better way to save those forests than erecting tall fences around them.
To harness local energies effectively, it is particularly important to give local people secure property rights, argues Mr Dasgupta. In most parts of the developing world, control over resources at the village level is ill-defined. This often means that local elites usurp a disproportionate share of those resources, and that individuals have little incentive to maintain and upgrade forests or agricultural land. Authorities in Thailand tried to remedy this problem by distributing 5.5m land titles over a 20-year period. Agricultural output increased, access to credit improved and the value of the land shot up.
Name and shame
Another powerful tool for improving the local environment is the free flow of information. As local democracy flourishes, ordinary people are pressing for greater environmental disclosure by companies. In some countries, such as Indonesia, governments have adopted a “sunshine” policy that involves naming and shaming companies that do not meet environmental regulations. It seems to achieve results. 
Bringing greenery to the grass roots is good, but on its own it will not avert perceived threats to global “public goods” such as the climate or biodiversity. Paul Portney of Resources for the Future explains: “Brazilian villagers may think very carefully and unselfishly about their future descendants, but there's no reason for them to care about and protect species or habitats that no future generation of Brazilians will care about.”
That is why rich countries must do more than make pious noises about global threats to the environment. If they believe that scientific evidence suggests a credible threat, they must be willing to pay poor countries to protect such things as their tropical forests. Rather than thinking of this as charity, they should see it as payment for environmental services (say, for carbon storage) or as a form of insurance. 
In the case of biodiversity, such payments could even be seen as a trade in luxury goods: rich countries would pay poor countries to look after creatures that only the rich care about. Indeed, private green groups are already buying up biodiversity “hot spots” to protect them. One such initiative, led by Conservation International and the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), put the cost of buying and preserving 25 hot spots exceptionally rich in species diversity at less than $30 billion. Sceptics say it will cost more, as hot spots will need buffer zones of “sustainable harvesting” around them. Whatever the right figure, such creative approaches are more likely to achieve results than bullying the poor into conservation.
It is not that the poor do not have green concerns, but that those concerns are very different from those of the rich. In Beijing's Da Shilan, for instance, the air is full of soot from the many tiny coal boilers. Unlike most of the neighbouring districts, which have recently converted from coal to natural gas, this area has been considered too poor to make the transition. Yet ask Liu Shihua, a shopkeeper who has lived in the same spot for over 20 years, and he insists he would readily pay a bit more for the cleaner air that would come from using natural gas. So would his neighbours.
To discover the best reason why poor countries should not ignore pollution, ask those two little boys outside Mr Liu's shop what colour the sky is. “Grey!” says one tyke, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “No, stupid, it's blue!” retorts the other. The children deserve blue skies and clean air. And now there is reason to think they will see them in their lifetime. 
	[image: image1.png]




	[image: image2.png]




	Copyright © 2002 The Economist Newspaper and The Economist Group. All rights reserved.

	[image: image3.png]




	[image: image4.png]






[image: image5.png]


[image: image6.png]



