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Twenty years ago, at the earth summit 
in rio, the ecumenical delegation that 
participated at the united nations 
conference on environment and 
development (unced) wrote a letter 
to the churches that stated: ‘unced is 
meeting 20 years after the stockholm 
conference on the environment and not 
one single major trend of environmental 
degradation has been reversed. all 
life today is endangered to a far higher 
degree than 20 years ago. we are fearful 
about even more brutal facts 20 years 
from now.’ now, facing the united nations 
conference on sustainable development 
(uncsd), rio+20, we may have a  
similar reaction.
The process that formed the united 
nations conference on the human 
environment (unche) in stockholm in 
1972, followed by the unced in rio 1992 
and the world summit on sustainable 
development (wssd) in Johannesburg 
in 2002, did provide a comprehensive 
international framework with various 
structures, conventions and programmes 
to address the threats to peoples 
and earth; but these 40 years have 
been a continuous sequence of lack of 
compliance and implementation of the 
commitments. The world has changed 
significantly during this time, but we 
cannot have a more optimistic view than 
the one expressed 20 years ago. people 
in many places of the world continue 
to suffer because of poverty, hunger, 
climate and water crises. we cannot 
ignore, however, that there has been an 
increased awareness and mobilisation 
of civil society, where churches and the 
ecumenical movement have played a 
relevant role. 

The world council of churches (wcc) has 
for decades been stressing the intimate 
relationships between poverty, wealth 
and the environment. The Justice, peace 
and integrity of creation process since the 
1980s clearly stated this interconnection. 
The recent insights on eco-justice stress 
the need to address at the same time 
ecological and economic justice. in fact, 
to respond adequately to the threats 
humanity and the whole earth are facing 
today, a holistic approach is needed.  
The quest for sustainable communities, 
promoted by the wcc since the 1970s, 
has contributed to the understanding 
of the three pillars of sustainable 
development: economic, social and 
environmental; but as this christian aid 
report rightly states, the dominant rise 
of the economic pillar has eclipsed the 
goal of social equity and environmental 
sustainability. This is also reflected in the 
discussion over the green economy.  
a valid green economy should not only be 
inclusive and be considered in the context 
of sustainable development and poverty 
eradication, but needs to refer to justice 
at its core. or as the report puts it: ‘the 
question is whether the green economy 
approaches can deliver equitable 
outcomes, which benefit poor people and 
developing countries. how can we deliver 
a fair green economy?’
as christians, we believe God brings life 
in all its fullness  to human beings and to 
the whole of creation. a justice and equity 
approach, also in the domains of economy 
and ecology, is a sine qua non condition, 
from the human side, to be able to enjoy 
life in its fullness for all. 
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execuTive summary

Inequality in access to and 
use of natural resources is 
driving both global poverty 
and environmental destruction. 
Reducing this inequality must 
therefore be central to all 
development efforts worldwide.
The conventional consumption 
pattern of people in wealthy 
countries – and the middle 
classes of the developing world 
– is driving the vast majority of 
natural resource degradation. 
The wealthiest 20 per cent of 
the world’s population account 
for 80 per cent of consumption 
of global resources. And we 
are currently using 50 per cent 
more natural resources than 
the earth can sustain, with 
devastating impacts on nature 
and on how people access food, 
fresh water, land and energy. 
Increasingly, what we are 
seeing is a ‘natural resource 
grab’ by wealthy countries, 
richer people within developing 
countries and private sector 
companies. They are taking 
control of fresh water, forests, 

fish, minerals and fossil fuels, 
all of which they treat as 
commodities. This is causing 
devastating impacts on poor 
people and the planet.
We are already committed to 
a change in our climate, and 
the current climate deal is 
not sufficient to keep global 
warming below 2oC. The 
threats from climate change, 
which has been caused by 
the wealthiest 20 per cent, is 
pushing people and ecosystems 
across the globe to be more 
vulnerable to extreme and 
unpredictable weather, which 
threatens lives and livelihoods.
The poorest 20 per cent of 
people, by contrast, lack the 
resources to have even a 
decent standard of living. Lack 
of food, water, energy and 
shelter mean that they are far 
more vulnerable in the face of 
threats from climate change, 
natural disasters and economic 
downturns.
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The high-consumption lifestyle is the model that many poor 
people aspire to, because it seems to offer a standard of 
living and welfare to which all people should have access. 
But could the world sustain this level of demand for natural 
resources? 

The question is whether there is an alternative model 
for development that can deliver adequate standards of 
living for all, but without such high consumption rates and 
unsustainable environmental damage. Can we achieve a 
fair and sustainable allocation of resources? Is it possible to 
reduce vulnerability to climate change for current and future 
generations? Can we achieve ‘Poverty Over’ within the 
natural resource limits of the world?

Achieving equity in a constrained world has dramatic 
implications for the lifestyles of the wealthy and the aspiring 
middle classes, as well as for development models in poorer 
countries. This is a governance challenge – whose voice 
gets to be heard? What happens to the poor people who 
inevitably lose out in the natural resource grabs? 

The way forward to an equitable and 
sustainable future
This report argues that there are the technologies and 
economic mechanisms available to achieve a fair green 
development pathway for the world, but what is lacking is 
the political will of decision-makers and the powerful and 
wealthy elite, which is stopping us from making progress. 

We present the case for immediate actions that could 
demonstrate the political will to take the step change 
needed to achieve sustainable development, including: 

•  Moving beyond gross domestic product (GDP) as a 
measure of economic development, to also include social 
and natural wellbeing measures for economic progress.

•  Ensuring the post-2015 development framework that 
takes over from the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) is aimed at achieving sustainable and resilient 
global development and more equitable access to 
resources. The new framework should be founded on 
sustainable development goals (SDGs), which hold all 
countries to account for their role in delivering poverty 
reduction and a sustainable future.

In addition to the political will and public policy required to 
deliver an equitable and sustainable future, there are other 
key actors that must play a significant role:

•  Multilateral agreements and agencies: global agreements 
and agencies must be aligned towards achieving a 
common sustainable development goal. This means 
agreeing and implementing more ambitious global 
agreements for climate change, biodiversity and 
resilient development. But, in addition, global trade and 
investment through the Word Trade Organisation, World 
Bank and IMF must become key drivers of a fair green 
economy. 

•  Motivating the private sector in a positive way to ensure 
they have shared values based on achieving long-term 
sustainable outcomes.

•  Ensuring inclusive governance at all levels; engaging 
affected communities and countries in decision-making 
and sharing of benefits, with greater rights over the 
natural resources on which they depend.

The question is whether there is an alternative model 
for development that can deliver adequate standards of 
living for all, but without such high consumption rates 
and unsustainable environmental damage.
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1. The problem –  
an overview

Children play in Kankoyo township in northern Zambia.  
Their community is dominated by the Mopani copper mine,  
which is largely owned by FTSE100 commodities giant Glencore.  
Mopani has severely polluted the local air, soil and water.  
People who live nearby want it to clean up its act but they  
also value the jobs it provides.
Christian Aid/Rachel Baird
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There is increasing evidence across the globe that over-
exploitation and degradation of our natural world is starting 
to hit the wealth and wellbeing of our populations across 
the globe. All indications are that with growing resource 
consumption, exacerbated by climate change, the picture is 
going to get worse. World economies are growing in an ever 
more constrained world. 

Twenty per cent over-consumers
The conventional consumption model of people in wealthy 
countries and the middle classes of the developing world 
drive the vast majority of this degradation. The world 
extracts 50 per cent more raw materials than it did in 1980;2 
we are currently using 50 per cent more natural resources 
than the earth can sustain.3 The wealthiest 20 per cent 
(20 per cent over-consumers) of the world’s population 
account for 80 per cent of the consumption of the global 
resources.4 This 20 per cent is not only the super rich, but 
the middle-class consumers in industrialised and middle-
income countries. To deliver this lifestyle, the global markets 
are going to greater lengths and less sustainable practices 
to deliver the demands for natural resources: deep water 
oil extraction and exploration into the fragile waters of the 
arctic; major diversion of rivers to feed water-hungry crops; 
transformation of rainforests and ancient peat lands into 
palm oil plantations.

This conventional consumption model is also very wasteful 
and inefficient in its use of resources. For example, it is 
estimated that about one-third of food produced for human 
consumption is wasted each year.5 In developing countries 
this is due to food rotting on the way to market because 
of lack of effective transport infrastructure and storage or 
processing facilities – food loss. In wealthy countries this 
waste is thrown in the bin – food waste. Households in 
England and Wales throw away 3.6 million tonnes of food 
per year.6 The average American uses 176 gallons of water 
per day compared to 5 gallons of water used by the average 
African family each day.7 In a consumerist society resources 
are simply thrown away.

Who are the 20 per cent over-consumers? 

Twenty per cent of the world’s population account for  
80 per cent of the consumption of the world’s resources.8 

If everyone in the world lived the way people do in  
Britain, we would need 3.05 planets to support us; if we 
all lived as they do in the US we would need five planets.9 

The world’s over-consumers live mainly in wealthy 
countries; but there is a growing middle class in  
middle-income countries. According to the OECD10  
there are 1.8 billion people in the global middle class: 

• North America: 338 million

• Europe: 664 million

• Asia: 525 million 

• Central and South America: 181 million

• sub-Saharan Africa: about 32 million

Across the board there is an increasing ‘natural resource 
grab’ by wealthy countries, wealthy populations within 
countries and the private sector companies, particularly 
multi-nationals. Land, fresh water, forests, fish, minerals, 
fossil fuel and the carbon space in our atmosphere are all 
seen as commodities that can be taken by people with 
money and power. 

But whose natural resources are they anyway? The answer 
in practice is that where land tenure or legal status is weak, 
it is the person with the wealth and power who takes the 
most valuable resources. The question should be asked 
whether those who have lived on the land or have used the 
resources sustainably for many decades or centuries should 
have a greater say.

There is evidence that the delivery of this high-consumption 
lifestyle of the wealthy is forcing the poorest people in 
the world (the poorest 20 per cent) into the margins. 
For example, forest-dwelling people in the Amazon are 
becoming landless as they are forced off land to make way 
for cattle ranches and mineral exploitation;11 land grab for the 
best land in east Africa is forcing people into urban slums;12 
fishing communities from the Indus delta in Pakistan are 
leaving the area because the waters that used to flow 
through the delta are diverted upstream, mainly for cash 
crops;13 climate change is increasing coastal flooding and 
migration of vulnerable communities within Bangladesh. 

‘Achieving sustainability requires us to 
transform the global economy. Tinkering  
on the margins will not do the job.’
United Nations High-level Panel on Global Sustainability,1  
January 2012

1 
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In recent years China has been actively advancing into 
Africa and Latin America,14 and bringing assistance with 
infrastructure development, but at the same time extracting 
a huge range of natural resource wealth. This combination 
of development assistance and increased access to the 
continent’s natural resources has seen China play a very 
influential role in African countries and is creating a new 
political dynamic in the region.15 

Within developing countries the political and wealthy elite 
are key drivers in underming the poor and marginalised 
communties’ access to land, water and other natural 
resources.16 Vested interests in the elite mean that foreign 
developers are given greater access to resources, often 
undermining the rights of local people.

Twenty per cent in basic needs deficit 
The remaining 80 per cent of the world’s people are 
surviving on a low-consumption pathway, with the poorest 
(20 per cent in basic needs deficit) not having access to 
sufficient resources to have a decent standard of living. 
Indeed, marginalisation of the poor can force people into 
unsustainable practices just to gain the basic resources they 

need to live. Lack of access to basic natural resources – 
fresh water, fertile soil and fuel – means that people are far 
more vulnerable in the face of change. Their resilience to the 
threats from climate change, natural disaster or economic 
downturn is very low. 

Who are the 20 per cent in basic needs deficit?

The richest 1 per cent today controls 40 per cent of  
the world’s wealth, while the poorest 50 per cent own  
just 1 per cent18 

The poorest 20 per cent of the world population  
account for only 1.3 per cent of total consumption19

•  1.4 billion people live in absolute poverty, without 
enough to live a decent life20

• Almost 1 billion people have no access to fresh water 21 

• 925 million people do not have enough to eat22 

• 1.4 billion have no access to electricity 

• 2.7 billion cook on biomass (wood/dung/charcoal) stoves23 

achieving lasting development Figure 1: Global Footprint Network 
(2009)
Figure 1 from the Global Footprint Network (GFN), 
2009, maps countries’ ecological footprint (a 
measure of overall natural resource consumption, 
which is expressed in hectares per person) to 
their ranking on the United Nations human 
development index. The figure raises the question 
of whether, after a certain level of consumption, 
there is any significant gain in human 
development. This figure clearly shows the 
contrast of over-consumption of wealthy nations 
and the poor human development achievements 
where consumption rates are very low. What is 
hidden though in these figures is the difference in 
consumption and development of wealthy or poor 
people within a country, such as India, China or 
even the US.
The GFN17 has asked the question whether 
development aid can be assessed by how 
effectively it moves a country into the ‘sustainable 
development quadrant’ of this table, and so 
whether development aid can deliver ‘lasting 
development’. In other words, what is the 
sustainable development return on investment?
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The world is already committed to a level of climate change, 
and with a global climate deal delayed until 2020 we will 
have to accept that we will need to manage a changing 
climate and the impacts that will bring. Therefore any 
development strategies that come beyond the MDGs will 
have to deliver resilient outcomes that allow people to 
adapt to a changing and unpredictable climate and resource 
availability.

The question is whether we can end poverty and 
still live within the means of our planet. Is there an 
alternative model for development that can deliver 
quality of life and adequate standards of living for all 
but without the high consumption rates? Can we move 
the 20 per cent of people who do not have enough 
access to resources to fulfil their basic needs towards 
thriving and resilient lifestyles? 

This has dramatic implications for the lifestyles of 
the wealthy (the 20 per cent over-consumers) and the 
aspiring middle classes, as well as the development 
models in poorer countries. 

With the MDG target period expiring in 2015, there 
are moves to develop a new post-2015 development 
framework. It will be essential to answer these to 
ensure that our global development pathway is 
sustainable and resilient. 

Women, who represent the greatest proportion of poor 
people, are often the most marginalised and are also the 
most responsible for natural resource use in a family, 
supplying fuel, water and food for the household. As 
resources become depleted, women have to go further to 
find drinking water and fuel, putting greater strain on time 
for women and children, limiting their options for productive 
income-generating activities and in some cases putting 
them at increased physical danger of attack as they go 
further afield for resources.24 

The high-consumption lifestyle is the model that many 
poor people aspire to, as it seems to offer a standard of 
living and welfare to which all people should have access. 
As the global population rises, and particularly as the 
middle classes grow and with growing urbanisation, can 
the world sustain this level of demand and this model of 
development? 

Expanding populations often have a local impact, on local 
land degradation or deforestation, but the consumption 
levels of poor populations is minute compared to the 
consumption of over-consuming wealthy populations. The 
question of whether we can deliver a decent standard 
of living for 9 or 10 billion people with just one planet is 
both a question of how we do development and future 
consumption patterns of the wealthy. 

‘business as usual’ is not an option
extract from the world economic and social survey 2011, undesa

‘while humankind has made 
enormous progress in 
improving material welfare 
over the past two centuries, 
this progress has come at 
the lasting cost of 
degradation of our natural 
environment. about half of 
the forests that covered the 
earth are gone, groundwater 
resources are being 
depleted and contaminated, 
enormous reductions in 
biodiversity have already 
taken place and, through 
increased burning of fossil 

fuels, the stability of the 
planet’s climate is being 
threatened by global 
warming. in order for 
populations in developing 
countries to achieve a 
decent living standard– 
especially the billions who 
currently still live in 
conditions of abject poverty, 
and the additional two 
billion people who will have 
been added to the world’s 
population by mid-century 
– much greater economic 
progress will be needed.

continuation along 
previously trodden economic 
growth pathways will 
further exacerbate the 
pressures exerted on the 
world’s resources and 
natural environment, which 
would approach limits 
where livelihoods were no 
longer sustainable. business 
as usual is thus not an 
option. yet, even if we stop 
global engines of growth 
now, the depletion and 
pollution of our natural 
environment would still 

continue because of existing 
consumption patterns and 
production methods. hence, 
there is an urgent need to 
find new development 
pathways which would 
ensure environmental 
sustainability and reverse 
ecological destruction, while 
managing to provide, now 
and in the future, a decent 
livelihood for all of 
humankind.’



2. The scale  
and urGency  
of The problem

Once a 500m long glacier, Chacaltaya in Bolivia used to be the 
highest ski slope in the world. Now it is almost completely melted. 
Indeed, of the 15 original glaciers in the range, five have already 
disappeared. One of the greatest concerns about the drop in water 
from glacial melt is the future of drinking water supplies. Bolivia has 
a pressing need for more water and many agree that everything 
must be done to capture it during the wet season, probably by 
building dams. But why should the cost of adapting to global 
warming fall to Bolivia when it is not to blame?
Christian Aid/Matthew Gonzalez-Noda
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Sometimes there is a single cause of environmental 
destruction, such as when the extreme exploration of oil 
fields in fragile areas results in a devastating oil spill, or an 
industrial site or mine pollutes the local area. Often, though, 
environmental problems stem from a combination of human 
activities, rather than one single act. Desertification across 
large parts of China and west Africa, for example, are 
caused by a combination of land use change, removal of 
vegetation and unsustainable agricultural practices, which 
are being exacerbated by climate change.25 Climate change 
is the most extreme example of a global problem with 
localised impacts, in the form of drought, flood and other 
natural disasters.

Environmental limits
People have put so much pressure on the world’s 
natural ecosystems that we may be causing irreversible 
damage. The Stockholm Environment Institute and its 
research partners have proposed a new approach to global 
sustainability in which we define planetary boundaries  

There is very clear evidence that the current 
global consumption and degradation of natural 
resources is only going to increase.

within which we expect humanity to operate safely.26   
They say that transgressing one or more planetary  
boundary may have catastrophic effects due to the risk 
of abrupt environmental change at both a continental and 
planetary level.

The research estimates that humanity has already 
transgressed three planetary boundaries: for climate 
change, rate of biodiversity loss, and changes to the global 
nitrogen cycle (see Figure 2).

The landmark study of the Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment (MEA)27 gave an extensive assessment of 
the ecosystem services provided by the world’s natural 
resources for human activity. 

The MEA concluded that we are exhausting the Earth’s 
natural capital at excessive rates, straining its ability to 
support everybody in current and future generations, 
but particularly the poorest people.28 Fifteen of the 24 
‘ecosystem services’ reviewed have been degraded or 
unsustainably used, including fresh water, capture fisheries, 
air and water purification, and the regulation of regional and 
local climate, natural hazards, and pests. 

Things will get worse before they improve, even more so 
with predicted growth in demand for food crops (70 per 
cent to 85 per cent by 2050), one estimate would require 
global food production to rise by 110 per cent over the next 
40 years to meet demand;29 and demand for fresh water is 
projected to overshoot supply by 40 per cent in 20 years’ 
time.30 

South Asia: fighting for fresh water

The Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
predicts that fresh water availability in central, south, east 
and southeast Asia, particularly in large river basins, is 
likely to decrease due to climate change, along with 
population growth and a rising standard of living. This  
could adversely affect more than 1 billion people. It  
is estimated that 120 million to 1.2 billion people in the 
region will experience increased water stress by the 
2020s. Substantial decreases in crop yields have been 
predicted in parts of Asia, particularly in developing 
countries that will experience increasing water scarcity, 
with expected yield losses as high as 30 per cent. 

Figure 2: Exceeding planetary boundaries
The green circle represents the safe operating space for humanity, that 
is where we should be. The red wedges show were we actually are, 
already having exceeded the limits in three areas: the rate of biodiversity 
loss, climate change and human interference with the nitrogen cycle.
See Appendix 1 for explanation of the nine planetary boundaries.
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Warnings have also come from the UNEP’s Global 
Environment Outlook (GEO-4 in 2007 and GEO-5 in 2012),31 
which warns that we are living far beyond our means. 

GEO-4 recalls the Brundtland Commission’s statement that 
the world does not face separate crises – the ‘environmental 
crisis’, ‘development crisis’, and ‘energy crisis’ are all one. 
This crisis includes not just climate change, extinction 
rates and hunger, but other problems driven by growing 
human numbers, the rising consumption of the rich and the 
desperation of the poor.

Examples are the:

• decline of fish stocks

• loss of fertile land through degradation

• unsustainable pressure on resources

•  dwindling amount of fresh water available for  
humans and other creatures to share

•  risk that environmental damage could pass  
unknown points of no return.

The GEO-4 report concludes that the only way to address 
these harder problems requires moving the environment 
from the periphery to the core of decision-making: 
environment for development, not development to the 
detriment of environment. 

GEO-5 continues this theme, stating: 

‘The currently observed changes to the Earth System are 
unprecedented in human history. Efforts to slow the rate or 
extent of change – including enhanced resource efficiency 
and mitigation measures – have resulted in moderate 
successes but have not succeeded in reversing adverse 
environmental changes. Neither the scope of these nor their 
speed has abated in the past five years.

‘As human pressures on the Earth System accelerate, 
several critical global, regional and local thresholds are 
closed or have been exceeded. Once these have been 
passed, abrupt and possibly irreversible changes to the 
life-support functions of the planet are likely to occur, with 
significant adverse implications for human well-being.’

It cites the example that progress in reducing the 
carbon intensity of consumption and production is being 
outstripped by increased levels of consumption.

Two key recommendations of GEO-5 are:

•  Developing a compelling vision of sustainability – building 
on goals and targets and informed by science. Society 
at all levels needs to be engaged to define visions of a 
sustainable future and what is required to get on to the 
pathway of a successful transition.

•  Reversing what is unsustainable – the introduction of 
innovative measures consistent with a vision of and 
pathway to sustainability must be accompanied by 
identifying and redirecting or reversing policies that are 
unsustainable.

Implications of climate change for natural 
resources
When climate change impacts are considered with the 
already deteriorating availability of the world’s natural 
resources, the urgency increases. The International Energy 
Agency (IEA) has stated that without significantly more 
aggressive clean energy policies and dramatically reduced 
fossil fuel use, the world’s energy system will be locked into 
carbon emissions that will deliver 3.5°C global warming.32 

Poor people and poor countries depend heavily on their 
natural environment. When that environment is stressed 
and people’s livelihoods impacts increase, the risk of  
over-exploitation is increased.

The IPCC 4th assessment report predictions for changes in 
natural resources include:33 

Fresh water: with only a 0.5-1.5°C increase, the small 
glaciers in the Andes will disappear entirely, threatening 
water supplies for around 50 million people

Flood: in Asia, millions of lives will be affected as stronger 
summer monsoons will make it warmer and wetter, 
increasing flood risks

Agriculture: lower yields of maize are predicted across 
South America, with only a 0.5-1.5°C increase

Sea level rise: sea level rise because of warmer 
temperatures will have an impact on developing countries in 
particular. With only a 1-2°C increase in global temperature, 
sea levels are estimated to rise between one and five 
metres, affecting between 56 and 245 million people in 
developing countries

The International Energy Agency has stated 
that without significantly more aggressive clean 
energy policies and dramatically reduced fossil 
fuel use, the world’s energy system will be  
locked into carbon emissions that will deliver  
3.5oC global warming.
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Biodiversity: with increases in temperature of 1.5-2.5°C, 
around 20-30 per cent of plant and animal species are at 
increased risk of extinction.

The International Programme on the State of the Ocean 
(IPSO) highlighted the desperate state of our oceans, with 
mass species extinctions due to fertiliser pollution, over 
fishing, ocean warming and CO2 acidification.

The IPCC report on extreme weather in December 201134 
affirmed that climate change is likely to cause more storms, 
floods, droughts, heatwaves and other extreme weather 
events. While there remains uncertainty over the influence 
climate change will have on individual events, the IPPC 
findings show that: 

•  It is likely that the frequency of heavy precipitation or the 
proportion of total rainfall from heavy falls will increase in 
the 21st century over many areas of the globe.

•  It is very likely that mean sea level rise will contribute to 
upward trends in extreme coastal high-water levels in the 
future.

•  There is high confidence that changes in heatwaves, 
glacial retreat, and/or permafrost degradation will affect 
high mountain phenomena such as slope instabilities, 
movements of mass, and glacial lake outburst floods.

11

•  There is medium confidence that droughts will intensify 
in the 21st century in some seasons and areas, due 
to reduced precipitation and/or increased evapo-
transpiration.

•  Average tropical cyclone maximum wind speed is likely 
to increase, although increases may not occur in all ocean 
basins. It is likely that the global frequency of tropical 
cyclones will either decrease or remain essentially 
unchanged.

It is clear that extreme events will have greater impacts 
on sectors with closer links to climate, such as water, 
agriculture and food security, forestry, health, and tourism. 
The severity of the impacts of climate extremes depends 
strongly on the level of the exposure and vulnerability of 
people to these extremes, and development practice, policy 
and outcomes are critical to shaping the disaster risk of 
vulnerable people.

climate change and agriculture in africa
in sub-saharan africa 62 per 
cent of the workforce is 
employed in agriculture 
(burkina faso, 92 per cent; 
ethiopia, 82 per cent; niger, 
88 per cent; and Tanzania, 
80 per cent), that is more 
than 600 million ‘micro-
farmers’ dependent on the 
land for their livelihoods.35 
at a national level, most 

countries’ wealth is 
dominated by income from 
agriculture. agriculture 
accounts for 30-50 per cent 
of Gdp in most african 
countries. 

however, africa is one of the 
most vulnerable continents 
to climate change and 
climate variability. The ipcc 
predicts that an increase of 

5-8 per cent (60-90 million 
hectares) of arid and 
semi-arid land in africa is 
projected by the 2080s. 
declining agricultural yields 
are likely due to drought and 
land degradation, especially 
in marginal areas. climate 
change is likely to reduce 
the length of the growing 
season, as well as force 

large regions of marginal 
agriculture in africa out of 
production.36 

Together this means good 
management of existing 
natural resources – soil, 
fresh water, seed diversity 
– is more essential than ever 
to create a greater resilience 
to the changing climate. 
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The threat of melting glaciers in the andes37 
The impact of the climate on 
rapid glacial melt of the 
tropical andean glaciers is 
now widely recognised to 
be threatening long-term 
economic and human 
development. This is 
particularly evident in peru 

and bolivia, which together 
accommodate more than  
90 per cent of the world’s 
tropical glaciers (peru has 
more than 71 per cent of the 
surface area, and bolivia 
about 20 per cent). in 
bolivia, the disappearance 

of the chacaltaya glacier, 
which was located some 
20km outside la paz in the 
cordillera real mountain 
range, has become symbolic 
of the effects of climate 
change. also according to 
reports, peru will be the 

most vulnerable of all south 
american countries to water 
stress in the future. some 70 
per cent of peru’s power 
comes from hydroelectricity 
– so once the flow from 
glaciers becomes irregular,
so will power supply.

➪

$
Current rates of degradation and impact 
•  90% of the global trade sits outside 

any form of guarantee of either 
legality or sustainability. 

•  Reliable estimates indicate that 
more than half of all logging 
activities in particularly vulnerable 
regions – the Amazon Basin, central 
Africa, southeast Asia, the Russian 
Federation – are illegal.58 

•  Each year, 13 million hectares  
are deforested – that’s around  
36 football fields every minute.

•  Deforestation is responsible for 17% 
of global greenhouse gas emissions.59 

•  Deforestation is responsible for 75% 
of Brazilian carbon emissions: in 2009 
the Brazilian Amazon lost 17,600km2 
of forest.60

Predicted impact of climate 
change over the current century
•  Increased frequency of forest 

fires and pests impacting on 
forestry. 

•  By 2050 savannah will gradually 
replace tropical forest in the 
eastern Amazon, with some 
predictions of much more severe 
degradation of the Amazon  
by 2100.

Economic value   
•  The forest industry in 2006  

contributed approximately  
US$468bn to the global  
economy.57 

•  Number of people dependent  
on forests: 1.6 billion. 

•  Revenue lost from global illegal  
trade in timber: US$10-15bn  
per year.

Table 1: Timber sector53-56 

Impacts for people and the economy
Tables 1-4 attempt to show the scale of threat to various 
economic sectors that affect poor people in terms of 

currents levels of resource degradation and the potential 
impacts of climate change. 
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Table 2: Food sector38-44 

$
Economic value   
•  Global food retail sales are about  

US$4tn annually.45 
•  2.6 billion people rely on  

agricultural production systems  
for their livelihoods.46 

•  Between 60-80% of  
working adults in Africa depend  
on growing crops or grazing  
cattle to earn a living.47 

•  Agriculture is the principal source  
of livelihood for more than 58%  
of the population of India.48 

Predicted impact of climate  
change over the current century 
•  In vulnerable climates, even a  

small temperature change (1-2oC)  
could reduce crop productivity and 
increase risk of hunger.

•  11% reduction in rain-fed  
agriculture by 2080.

•  In Africa: area suitable for  
agriculture, length of growing  
season and yield all reduced  
(see text box, p11).

•  In Asia: 20% increase of yield  
in east and southeast Asia, but  
a 30% drop in yield in central  
and south Asia by 2050.

•  India could lose 125 million tons  
of rain-fed cereal production  
(18% of its total).

•  In Latin America: drier areas will  
have significant drop in yields of  
crops and livestock; temperate  
zones’ soya bean yields will rise.  
Overall yield production of wheat,  
rice, maize, and soya bean is  
estimated to decrease by 2.5 to  
5% in the region by 2020.52

➪Current rates of degradation  
and impact
•  Currently around 925 million  

people are at risk of hunger  
(about 12% of the world’s  
population).49 

•  Up to 2 billion people lack food 
intermittently due to varying  
degrees of poverty.

•  75% of the genetic diversity of 
agricultural crops has been lost  
in the past century. 

•  75% of farmland on the African  
continent is severely degraded. 

•  Humans now use some  
171 million tons of nitrogen as  
fertiliser every year, polluting  
lakes, rivers, streams and  
even the ocean.50 

•  One-third of food is lost in  
developing countries because  
it cannot get to market on time;  
one-third of food in rich  
countries is wasted because  
it is thrown away.51 

 In vulnerable climates, even a small 
temperature change (1-2oC) could reduce 
crop productivity and increase risk of hunger.
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➪

Table 3: Freshwater sector61-65 

$
Economic value   
•  Essential for human health, 

food production, economic 
development and industry.

•  54% of accessible fresh water is 
diverted for human consumption.

•  Approximately 70% of all fresh 
water used worldwide is for 
agricultural purposes. 

•  Water inputs.66 To produce: 
 1kg of beef uses 16,000 litres of  
 water
 1 cup of coffee uses 140 litres of  
 water
 1kg of maize uses 900 litres of  
 water. 

Predicted impact of climate  
change over the current century 
•  The OECD has estimated that  

by 2030 nearly half the world’s 
population (3.9 billion people)  
will be living under conditions  
of severe water stress.72 

•  In the Andes region, studies 
predict that, long term, there will 
be a dramatic decline in water 
availability in the dry season in 
areas fed by glaciers.

•  In Africa, by 2020, 75-250 million 
people will be affected  
by water stress.

•  In Asia, fresh water in large river 
basins to decrease, affecting 
over 1 billion people by 2050.

•  Droughts and floods to increase 
diarrhoeal diseases across Asia.

•  In locations experiencing 
increased access to fresh water, 
there is an increased risk that  
this will cause flooding.

•  Water demand is projected to 
overshoot supply by 40% in  
20 years’ time.73 

Current rates of degradation and impact
•  80% of the world’s population lives 

in areas with high levels of threat to 
water security, with the most severe 
threat category affecting 3.4 billion 
people, almost all in developing 
countries.67 

•  Tropical glaciers in Latin America have 
already lost one-third of their surface 
area.68 

•  It is estimated that one-quarter of the 
population in Africa (about 200 million 
people) experience water stress.69 

•  1 billion people worldwide are without 
access to clean fresh water.

•  Water scarcity and declining access to 
fresh water are accelerating problems 
for 1-2 billion people worldwide.

•  Demand for fresh water is increasing, 
particularly in emerging economies  
of Asia.

•  Flooding may pose additional risks to 
human health. In Bangladesh, where 
arsenic contamination of groundwater 
is heavy, flooding increases the rate of 
exposure among rural populations.70 

•  Changing precipitation patterns have 
already affected water supplies and 
agricultural productivity.71
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Table 4: Marine fishing sector74-76 

$
Economic value   
•  Global economic output of 

marine fishing is estimated to 
amount to some US$235bn per 
year.77 

•  Number of people dependent  
on marine fish globally: over  
1 billion.

•  Coral reefs provide fish and 
seafood for 1 billion people  
in Asia. 

•  86% of the fishers and fish 
farmers worldwide are  
located in Asia.78

Predicted impact of climate  
change over the current century 
•  Regional changes to distribution 

and production of particular fish 
species, adversely affecting 
fisheries.

•  Over 2oC – stocks will diminish 
due to acidification and decline  
in coral reefs.

•  Coral reefs have low adaptive 
capacity. Change in sea surface 
temperatures of 1-3oC could 
bleach or kill large areas of  
coral reef.

•  Climate change may lead to 
significant losses in revenues, 
profits, and/or household 
incomes, although estimates  
are considered preliminary.82

➪Current rates of degradation  
and impact
•  80% of the world’s fish stocks  

are fully exploited, over-exploited  
or depleted.79 

•  75% of reefs are at risk  
from coastal development,  
fishing-related pressures and  
climate change.80 

•  Annual market in illegal,  
unreported and unregulated 
fishing (IUU) fisheries worldwide: 
US$4bn (of which US$1bn is in 
sub-Saharan Africa).

•  Between US$10bn and  
US$24bn worth of fish  
is caught illegally worldwide  
every year.81

Energy access and energy resources
Today there are over 1.3 billion people with no access at 
all to electricity, and many hundreds of millions of people 
with only the most limited access, with frequent blackouts. 
Almost 2.7 billion people cook their meals and heat their 
homes with an open fire using wood, dung or charcoal.

Number of people without electricity and numbers cooking 
with traditional biomass in developing countries

 No electricity Cooking on  
 (million) traditional biomass  
  (million)
Africa 587 657 

Developing Asia 675 1,921 (836 India)

Latin America 31 85

Middle East 21 0

World total  1,317 million 2,663 million

The importance of energy access to delivering poverty 
reduction cannot be underestimated. The right to access 
to food, fresh water and to make a decent living cannot be 
fulfilled without sufficient energy access. Ninety-five per 
cent of food has to be cooked, water must be boiled to be 
safe to drink in many countries, and productive employment 
requires energy. In turn this links closely to the delivery of  
the MDGs.

Currently, about 41 per cent of the 1.3 billion people in 
developing countries lacking access to electricity live in 
sub-Saharan Africa and 80 per cent of the population rely 
on traditional biomass for cooking. In sub-Saharan Africa, 
cooking on open fires fuelled with wood or charcoal results 
in 359,520 deaths of children under five and 23,212 deaths 
of women under 30 each year. Globally 1.5 million people 
die from inhaling smoke pollution from cooking stoves, 
which is more than the number of people killed by malaria 
each year.83 
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fuel. In removing fuel subsidies, developing countries 
must also have a parallel strategy for introducing a more 
sustainable and affordable alternative energy source. 

Securing a diverse mix of low-carbon energy sources, using 
locally available resources is viewed by many countries as a 
way of weaning themselves off fossil fuel dependency and 
the insecure global supply and price of oil and gas (see box, 
below) and is a potential growth area for business.

The cost of action
A number of studies have tried to put an economic value 
on environmental degradation and climate change, and 
importantly the cost of avoiding the worst ecological 
disaster. 

The 2006 Stern report on the economics of climate change 
estimates that irreversible damage to the world from 
unabated climate change could entail a cost equivalent 
to a permanent drop of 5-20 per cent of global per capita 
consumption, with that cost being disproportionately borne 

Kenya’s per capita electricity consumption is 156 kilowatt-
hour (kWh) per year, compared to a global average of 
2,751kWh. In Ethiopia, the average electricity consumption 
is just 35kWh. Rwanda’s total installed electricity capacity is 
85 megawatt (MW), equivalent of one small power station 
in Europe. About 90 per cent of people in Rwanda have no 
electricity. Wood and charcoal provide 73 per cent of total 
energy consumption in Nigeria and 81 per cent in Ghana.84 

However, Africa is currently using only 20 per cent of its 
hydropower potential. It is important that this potential is 
developed in a sustainable manner that is compliant with 
the recommendations of the World Commission on Dams. 
Only 0.6 per cent of Africa’s geothermal potential has been 
exploited and similarly, solar and wind potential are only just 
starting to be used to any degree.85

In early 2012 Nigeria saw mass protests over the complete 
removal of subsidies on petrol, so that the government had 
to backtrack and re-introduce price control on fuels. While 
fuel subsidies can support access to energy, they also 
create a dependence on an unsustainable and uneconomic 

fossil fuel dependency
extracted from: boys and mcnair, 2011, Mapping Future Trends in Global Economic and Political Power86 

dependence on fossil fuels is 
pervasive. The international 
energy agency predicted in 
the 2009 world energy 
outlook that oil demand 
would grow from 85 million 
barrels a day today to 88 
million in 2015 and reach 
105 million in 2030.87 
however, proponents of the 
‘peak oil’ theory argue that 
global oil production has 
very probably passed its 
maximum, and that crude 
oil production is not likely to 
be more than 75 million 
barrels a day by 2030.88 in 
the shorter term, the price of 
oil is likely to spike around 
2013, because during the 
credit crunch and even 
before the financial crisis, 
investment in new oil 
production was too low.89 

The events of early 2011  
in the middle east (egypt, 
Tunisia and libya) suggest 
that political instability  
is likely to continue to be  
an area of risk when 
considering oil price 
projections and their 
implications.

if demand outstripped 
supply on a large scale over 
the next 20 years, oil prices 
would rise dramatically 
with potentially devastating 
impacts on developing 
countries. Thirteen non-oil 
producing african countries, 
including south africa, 
Ghana, ethiopia and 
senegal, already paid out 
more for oil imports than 
they received in aid and 
debt relief in the three years 
to 2007. The institute of 

development studies 
suggests that some of the 
poorest countries could lose 
up to four per cent of their 
Gdp in the case of an 
increase of oil prices by a 
third, with disproportionate 
effects on the poor.

The research suggest that in 
Ghana, Guatemala, india, 
nepal, south africa and 
vietnam, the poorest 
households may spend as 
much as three to four per 
cent of their income on 
kerosene, compared to little 
more than one per cent of 
the richest households.90 

The oil-price spike that 
peaked in 2008 was a huge 
contributing factor to the 
food-price spike of that year, 
by making fertilisers, 

on-farm energy use and 
transportation more 
expensive.91 The world bank 
estimates that demand for 
food will rise by 50 per cent 
by 2030, as a result of a 
growing world population, 
rising affluence, and the 
shift to western dietary 
preferences by a larger 
middle class.92 it would  
seem that future 
interactions between oil  
and food prices are likely  
to affect people living in 
poverty significantly.

efforts to diversify the 
sources of energy available 
to the poor will become all 
the more vital and are an 
area for potential 
programme intervention for 
inGos and a growth area 
for business.
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by the poorest people who have been least responsible in 
causing climate change.93 Stern states that an investment 
now of one per cent of GDP per annum could avoid this.

More recently the UN 2011 World Economic and Social 
Survey94 says that governments must invest three per cent 
of world GDP – about £1.2tn in 2010 – annually for 40 years 
to stop climate change and famine. At least £688bn of that 
will need to be spent each year in developing countries. The 
report underlines the importance of scaling up clean energy 
technologies, sustainable farming and forestry techniques, 
climate-proofing of infrastructure, and technologies reducing 
non-biological degradable waste production.

One of the main aims of the UNEP’s 2011 Towards a Green 
Economy 95 report was to demonstrate the economic 
advantages of using more ecological (green) approaches to 
different economic sectors including food, energy, transport 
and tourism. It says investing two per cent of global GDP 
(around US$1.3tn a year) into 10 key sectors can  
kick-start a transition towards a low-carbon, resource-
efficient green economy. It predicts that this investment, 
backed by forward-looking national and international 
policies, would grow the global economy at around the 
same rate if not higher than those forecast, under current 
economic models.

It is worth noting that currently, the world spends between 
1-2 per cent of global GDP on a range of subsidies that often 
perpetuate unsustainable resources96 use in areas such as 
fossil fuels, agriculture, including pesticide subsidies, water 
and fisheries. In 2010 alone US$409bn was spent globally 
on subsidies to fossil fuels97 (subsidies for renewable energy 
were US$66bn in the same year). So while the problem is 
huge in economic terms, it is not insurmountable.

Currently  the world spends between 1-2 per 
cent of global GDP on a range of subsidies that 
often perpetuate unsustainable resources.



3. where are  
The ThreaTs?

Nete, 26, washing breakfast plates at dawn in the northern Amazon. 
Under Brazilian law, the Quilombola people now have the right 
to apply for legal ownership of the lands where they have lived 
for generations, and so defend their territory against industrial 
trespassers like loggers and cattle-ranchers. Christian Aid’s 
partners CPI and ARQMO are helping the 8,000 Quilombola people 
of Oriximina to make collective claims.
Christian Aid/Sian Curry
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and the ‘Next 11’ countries (Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, 
Iran, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines, South Korea, 
Turkey and Vietnam).100 

The BRIC grouping is a useful prism through which the 
change in global wealth and power relations can be 
analysed. On aggregate, Goldman Sachs predicts that the 
BRICs’ combined economy will overtake that of the US by 
2018.100 Some estimates already put China ahead of the 
US in terms of GDP, when the differing costs of goods and 
services between the two are taken into account.102 

By 2020, the BRICs are expected to account for one-third  
of the global economy, and make up 49 per cent of global 
GDP growth.103

To date, economic growth in the BRICs has created a small, 
emerging ‘super-rich’ whose conspicuous consumption is 
striking, both from an ecological and an equity perspective. 
The implications of such wealth becoming aspirational 
cannot be underestimated. 

Almost half of global growth is currently coming from 
developing countries. As a group, it is projected that their 
economic size will surpass that of their developed peers in 
2015, though clearly this grouping masks great complexities 
between and within countries.104 

However, despite this growth there is a very concerning 
trend towards a separation of rich and poor in these 
countries. Recent research has shown that inequality has 
increased in 14 G20 countries, including BRIC countries, 
with South Africa and China in particular showing rapid 
increase in inequality over that period.105 Even in Brazil, 
where inequality is falling, there are still major concerns at 
progress, lack of ability to address major structural causes  
of inequality and little evidence of ongoing progress.106

China, India, Brazil, Mexico and South Africa are widely 
recognised as the ‘Plus 5’ rapidly industrialising nations, with 
the steepest increase in both production and consumption. 
Together the G8 and the Plus 5 countries constitute 75 per 
cent of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions, and have 
therefore over the past years been involved in consultations 
regarding decreases of their emission growth trends. Brazil 
and Mexico are not yet ascribed with prime responsibility 
for climate emissions reduction, as the populations and 
GDP of India and China far exceed those of Mexico or 
Brazil. However, when accounting for land use change and 
forestry, the CO2 emissions of Brazil are higher than those  
of India, Mexico or South Africa.107

Getting growth wrong
The fundamental problem of donor-led approaches to 
development over the past three decades in particular 
has been an overweaning emphasis on economic growth, 
treating this as the goal of development rather than as one 
instrument among many. 

As we explored at length in our report Getting Growth 
Right,98 this fundamental error has undermined development 
progress in two main ways. First, the economic growth that 
has been achieved has contributed less to development 
than it should have done – because it has been prioritised 
in its own right, rather than for the human benefits it could 
bring. The second issue is that growth pursued in this way 
is less likely to be sustainable: the academic evidence we 
surveyed shows that pursuing human development first 
is much more likely to lead countries into a virtuous circle 
of improving development and economic growth, while 
pursuing growth first is much more likely to collapse back 
into a vicious cycle of no progress on either front.

The potential for these mistakes is clearly seen in the 
current financial crisis. Effective financial liberalisation, as 
we described in The Morning After the Night Before,99 led 
to short-term growth benefits. The benefits of that growth 
were shared so unequally, however, that even before the 
crisis the development benefits were limited. The growth 
was also, by its very nature, unsustainable. The current 
lapse of many OECD countries into a situation of relatively 
low economic growth and reduced human development 
progress is therefore entirely consistent with the predictions 
of research. 

More recently, we have contributed to analysis of the type 
of conditions in which the benefits of economic growth are 
more likely to be evenly shared. The findings of Is ‘More’ 
Enough? suggest that progress in specific areas such as 
greater gender equality in labour participation may be key 
to whether subsequent economic growth is more or less 
broadly beneficial. 

Growth in the middle-income countries
Growing levels of wealth in emerging economies 
(particularly Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa – or 
the ‘BRICs’) have created a new middle class, categorised 
as those with incomes between US$6,000 and US$30,000. 
Goldman Sachs suggest that the global middle class will 
increase from 1.7 billion today to 3.6 billion by 2030. It is 
estimated that by then 85 per cent will live in the BRICs 

Greater gender equality in labour participation 
may be key to whether subsequent economic 
growth is more or less broadly beneficial. 
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Global securing of resources 
There is growing evidence that increasing demand for 
natural resources and decreasing availability within their own 
borders has led a number of countries to take measures to 
secure natural resources from other countries around the 
world. There are three broad categories under which this is 
happening: 

•  wealthy countries such as the US and European countries 
securing the resources they need from around the world 
(see box on the European Union Raw Materials Initiative, 
below)

•  middle-income countries such as Brazil, India and China 
extending their influence and impact in developing 
countries (see box on the influence of China in Africa, 
overleaf)

•  vulnerable countries securing land as their own becomes 
increasingly at risk from climate change, land degradation, 
population growth and other threats; for example, both 
Bangladesh108 and the Maldives109 have secured land 
agreements to ensure food security and as an ‘insurance 
policy’ for long-term livelihoods.

Rights over land and resources 
The ‘commodification of the commons’ – whereby 
fundamental decisions on who has access to land, fresh 
water, forests or minerals is determined not by rights and 
the public good but by power and money – is a particularly 
important driver of the problem. It creates inequalities that 
are widespread and severe. Yet they continue to be ignored, 
and continually kept away from democratic oversight. 

Land inequality is a most important illustration. Next to 
income distribution, land distribution or the lack of it is a 
basic measure of inequality, particularly in agriculture-based 
economies. Access to land not only determines income 
and access to food: in many societies, it is also a source 
of status – for example, an individual’s links to land is the 
traditional and still widely regarded basis of citizenship in 
many countries. Citizenship, and therefore access to public 
education, health facilities and other state services (such 
as getting a passport), is gained by submitting land or 
house ownership certificates, or by showing descent from 
individuals who have those certificates. 

But land inequality is not even being measured properly. For 
example, the UNFAO tracks and monitors a ‘Gini’ measure 
of land concentration across countries. To a certain degree, 
this measure reveals land inequality – but only among those 

The european union raw materials initiative (rmi)
The eu consumes three 
times more materials than 
asia and four times more 
than africa.110 at the same 
time, europe is more 
dependent on imported 
resources than any other 
region in the world.111

The eu’s rmi was launched 
in 2008 by the european 
commission, when it 
announced its intention to 
open natural areas 
protected under eu law for 
mining, in order to reduce 
europe’s dependence on 
third-country imports of 
precious metals and 
metals.112 it also spelled out 
aggressive plans to grab 
other countries’ resources. 

The initiative stressed  
the eu’s dependence on 
‘strategically important raw 
materials’ such as ‘high-
tech’ metals like cobalt, 
platinum, rare earths and 
titanium, as well as other 
raw materials, such as 
wood, chemicals, hides  
and skins.113

The rmi was met with 
criticism and concern from 
many nGos. main concerns 
included that industry 
interests would undermine 
sustainable resource use 
and that the eu was 
effectively planning to  
offset responsibility for  
raw materials governance 
within markets abroad.114 

also, the rmi is viewed  
as a big push by the eu to 
help companies and 
investors access raw 
materials (specifically 
minerals, on which the eu 
economy depends for its 
future competitiveness) in 
developing countries.115 
Two eu policies of special 
concern were:

•  the eu’s attempt to secure 
developing countries’ 
agreement to ban or curb 
the use of export taxes, 
which many developing 
countries levy on raw 
materials exports to help 
develop their local 
industry, raise revenue or 
protect the environment

•  the eu’s attempt to 
negotiate new rules on 
investment that will give 
european companies 
unprecedented access to 
developing country raw 
materials on the same or 
even better terms as local 
businesses. while many 
developing countries need 
to attract more foreign 
investment, this eu push 
will make it more difficult 
for their governments to 
regulate investment to 
promote local 
development.
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who already own or have access to land. It says nothing 
about the scale of landlessness.123 

Neither the Rio Declaration of 1992, nor the MDGs of 2000 
– key global documents that put sustainable development 
and poverty reduction on the agenda – say anything 
about reducing the inequalities that create unsustainable 
development and poverty. Land redistribution has not been 
given the priority it deserves. 

Land inequality can be understood as primarily a governance 
challenge. As countries become more democratic and 
governance structures become more effective, it is 
reasonable to expect that land inequality can be better 
addressed. Appropriate policies to enable more equitable 
use and access – for example giving the landless a voice 
– will be developed. Yet some of the biggest countries 
whose economies have expanded and political systems 
democratised – such as India, Brazil and South Africa – still 
have some of the world’s worst land inequality. 

For example, the land issue is particularly conflictive 
across Latin America, where land reforms have always 
been heavily resisted by elites in the region. Even if such 
reforms make it on to the government agenda, they almost 
immediately become no-go policy areas and, ideologically, 

are just too much for elite groups to consider. This is borne 
out by the experiences in Brazil and also by the stalled  
land-reform efforts in Bolivia.124 

In 2008, the continued neglect of land inequality issues by 
the international community appeared to be turning. The 
World Bank, a major institution that played a key role in 
concentrating access to land and handing it over to a few, 
published the World Development Report on Agriculture. 
This argued for an overhaul of policies and called for a 
‘productivity revolution’ in smallholder agriculture. Making 
smallholder agriculture viable and productive, the report 
argued, is the most important step for dealing with poverty 
and unsustainable growth. To achieve this, smallholder 
households need to have secure access to the core assets 
of land, water and human capital. 

But the WDR 2008 is not the World Bank’s policy – it is 
merely an advice to inform operations. More importantly, 
the WDR recommended market-led agrarian reform, based 
on criticisms that state-led land redistribution is slow, 
supply-driven, threatens productivity and is likely to be 
resisted by landed elites, which therefore leads to failure. 
But market-led agrarian reform programmes implemented in 
a number of countries have also failed, mainly because the 

Influence of China in Africa – a mixed blessing
extracted from: boys and mcnair, Mapping Future Trends in Global Economic and Political Power116 

an indicator of china’s 
growing tendency towards 
international engagement  
is in the area of foreign aid.  
at a conference of african 
leaders in beijing in 2006,  
a us$5bn investment fund  
for africa was announced, 
along with debt cancellation 
and plans to build schools 
and hospitals across the 
continent.117 much 
investment goes into 
transport and 
communications 
infrastructure, and is given 
without political or human 
rights-based conditions.

in 2009 and 2010 two 
chinese state-controlled 
banks alone lent more to 

developing countries than 
the world bank.118 sovereign 
wealth funds have injected 
more capital into emerging 
markets than the imf and 
world bank combined.119 
after the imf had spent two 
years negotiating a 
transparency agreement 
with angola, the luanda 
government turned its back 
two hours before the deal 
was due to be signed, after 
securing a us$2bn soft loan 
from china. This event has 
been repeated across africa, 
reflecting a profound shift in 
economic power.120 

There are fears that the 
relationship between china 
and africa may not be a 

partnership but may be 
more exploitative in nature, 
perhaps even with echoes of 
colonialism. on the whole, 
natural resources are 
exported and finished 
products imported back into 
africa. ‘if we go on like this, 
african resources will be 
used for chinese 
development like they were 
for european development 
before,’ warns Jh mensah, a 
former minister in Ghana.121

china is anxious to manage 
its image and present itself 
as another developing 
country, rather than the next 
generation of colonial 
powers come to exploit the 
continent’s natural

resources.122 There are 
certainly areas of mutual 
interest: chinese efforts to 
raise productivity could 
enhance rural african 
livelihoods, at the same as 
time addressing the 
growing problem of food 
security in china itself. yet 
conflicts of interest certainly 
exist – helping to promote 
low-cost manufacturing in 
africa would undermine 
china’s own manufacturers, 
for instance. The influence 
of china on africa is 
complex and evolving, with 
threats and opportunities for 
development.
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markets in these countries cannot carry out a redistributive 
function in the way the state can. Land prices in supposedly 
free markets, for example, were still subject to the 
manipulation and control of entrenched elites. The landless 
and the subordinated were unable to negotiate freely with 
the powerful and dominant. 

As such, land inequality remains a glaring and unresolved 
problem to this day. And the competition for land is 
increasing, between poor local populations whose rights 
are disregarded on one hand, and investors and businesses 
keen on profiting from increasing demand for cash crop 
exports for food and fuel by markets in the north and the 
expanding middle classes of emerging economies, on the 
other. 

The Rights and Resources Initiative (RRI)125 estimates 
that half a billion people rely on 1.4 billion hectares of 
communally held rural land in sub-Saharan Africa. These 
territories are mainly classed in law as belonging to the 
state, or as ‘un-owned’ lands. These lands have attracted 
considerable interest from foreign and private sector 
investors. In a comprehensive review of land rights and 
reforms in 35 African countries, the RRI found only nine 
included any protections for those using land without formal 
legal title. Controversial land acquisitions were a key factor 
triggering the civil wars in Sudan, Liberia and Sierra Leone, 
and there is every reason to be concerned that conditions 
are ripe for new conflicts to occur in many other places.

Much needs to be done around land inequality. The 
international community must give it the priority it deserves, 
especially as the Rio Declaration and the MDGs are 
rethought in the next few years.

Quilombola lands, Brazil126 

The Quilombolas from Oriximiná, Brazil, are descendants 
of slaves who in the 19th century escaped from 
plantations. They took refuge in the forests of northeast 
Brazil. In the Amazon there are 77 titled Quilombola  
lands, where 144 communities live. For decades the 
isolation of Oriximiná has helped the Quilombolas keep 
their lands protected and the forest intact. However, in 
recent years their lands have come under pressure from 
logging, mineral extraction, hydropower projects and  
the impacts of climate change.

Currently only about six per cent of Quilombola 
communities in Brazil hold titles to their lands, leaving  
94 per cent of communities vulnerable to exploitation  

of the land they live on and gain a living from. Progress  
in the process of land ownership regularisation is  
very slow.

Even where land titles are owned by the community, the 
Quilombola people remain vulnerable to pressures from 
private companies and the government’s demand for 
logging in the region. The communities do not have the 
legal capacity to negotiate good terms of agreement  
with the logging companies, they do not have the ability  
to monitor the logging activities and they have no power  
of enforcement.

Private sector – an agent for change?
The private sector is one of the key agents in the creation  
of economic growth and consumption. The private sector, 
whether micro-enterprise or multi-national corporation 
(MNC), is involved in the supply chains that produce, 
manufacture and distribute the products and services that 
use the world’s precious resources. The consequences of 
these activities are far-reaching and add to climate change, 
natural resource consumption and water and land 
degradation (see the boxes on Zambian mining and 
Cambodia land grabs, on the next two pages).

The private sector has the ability to use its agency in both 
a positive and negative manner. While some private sector 
players have played a strongly detrimental role in driving 
environmental degradation, others have taken the lead in 
finding solutions. Some companies are driven by ethical 
priorities and customer demands (such as Body Shop’s 
stand against animal testing, Ecotricity’s commitment 
to expanding green electricity in the UK, or the Fairtrade 
Foundation’s mission to deliver better prices and decent 
working conditions for farmers in developing countries).  
See the contrasting responses of private sector, on page 24. 

The private sector cannot be expected to take on the role 
of governments or international institutions. Most private 
companies are driven by the public policy setting in which 
they operate; that is regulation, taxes and incentives for 
delivering products and services. 
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It is important to identify what is driving the private sector 
so that we can understand where changes can occur in 
order to encourage more sustainable practices. The private 
sector is driven by:

• profit maximisation and new markets

• the economic crisis

• demands of investors

• short-termism

•  risks – reputation, ethical priorities and customer 
demands

• regulation, taxes and incentives

• power and competition.

Nonetheless the private sector has a crucial role to play in 
mobilising and adapting its power, resources, practices, 
expertise and influence to overcome the challenges that are 
now faced in light of the degradation of natural resources 
and climate change. The private sector must take the lead 
in re-forging a positive relationship between business and 
society.

Zambia: mopani mine127 
in the copperbelt of Zambia 
near the country’s northern 
border with the democratic 
republic of congo, a fTse 
100-listed company is 
having a major effect on 
local people’s lives – for 
better and for worse.

The company, Glencore, is 
one of the world’s largest 
suppliers of commodities 
such as copper, oil and 
wheat. in mufulira, it owns 
most of a copper mine called 
mopani, where thousands of 
men work to get the metal 
out of the ground.

The local people are glad of 
the employment the mine 
provides, but sick – 
sometimes literally – of the 
severe pollution it causes. 

apart from the hideously 
ugly mine buildings and 
surrounding black slag 
heaps, the most obvious 
problem is the sulphur 
dioxide (so2) gas which the 
mine belches out, at levels 
way above international 
health guidelines and even 

Zambian legal limits. 
according to the world 
health organization (who), 
the gas is especially harmful 
to people with existing lung 
problems and high levels of 
so2 are also linked with 
higher rates of heart 
problems and death.

as well as harming people’s 
health, the so2 fumes have a 
terrible effect on the local 
environment. when the gas 
mixes with rainwater, it 
forms sulphuric acid, which 
eats holes in the corrugated 
roofs of local people’s homes. 

The acidic rain also makes it 
impossible for any plants to 
survive in the poor Kankoyo 
township near the mine – 
growing flowers and 
vegetables is impossible. 
local people are left with 
huge swathes of bare, red 
earth, punctuated by cacti 
hedges, scrubby grass and 
some mango and avocado 
trees. one study found that 
the so2 pollution affects 
plant life as far as 40km from 
the mine.

The good news is that 
mopani is very slowly 
cleaning up the sulphurous 
fumes. with the help of a 
us$50m loan in 2005 from 
the european investment 
bank, it is improving its 
smelter so that by 2013, it 
can catch almost 100 per 
cent of the so2 it emits, 
rather than the current  
50 per cent.

The bad news is that there 
are other important ways in 
which the mopani mine 
harms local people and their 
environment. The mining 
process itself involves 
injecting acid into the 
ground and sometimes the 
mine accidentally spills acid 
into local people’s water 
supply, which also comes 
from the ground and which 
they use for washing, 
drinking and cooking. 

after one such spill in 2008, 
hundreds of people suffered 
vomiting, stomach upsets 
and skin rashes after they 
unwittingly used the 
poisoned water. local 

people fear that, in addition 
to these extreme problems, 
acid from the mine is also 
contaminating their water 
supply at a less severe but 
more constant level. 

They would like to be able 
to regularly monitor their 
water supply, so that they 
know how the mine is 
affecting it – but they are  
too poor to afford the 
necessary equipment. 

christian aid’s Zambian 
partner organisation, the 
centre for Trade policy and 
development, is supporting 
a group of Kankoyo 
campaigners called Green 
and Justice. They are calling 
for the mine to clean up its 
act in the township and to 
contribute more to the  
wider improvement of the 
local environment – for 
instance the clearance of 
drainage channels, which 
are currently choked  
with rubbish.
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Contrasting responses of private sector and 
government to public policy on the environment
Impacts of changes in incentives for solar power
In December 2011 the UK government was taken to court 
by Friends of the Earth and two solar photovoltaic (PV) 
companies, Solarcentury and HomeSun, after the feed-in 
tariff (subsidised tariff rate) for solar power was halved, 
making solar PV a much less affordable option for home 
owners and so threatening the solar business.129 At the same 
time the energy giant BP – which spends billions of dollars 
annually on oil and gas development – decided to cut its solar 
business, blaming the global economic challenges.130 

Pension funds and tar sands
The campaign group Fair Pensions has been lobbying for 
responsible investment by pension funds. It has recently 
campaigned against investment in tar sands, which is a 
complex, energy-intensive and high emission-producing 
process to produce oil in a useable form.131 

However, in November 2011 it was revealed that the UK 
government has been giving support at the very highest 
levels to Canada’s campaign against European penalties on 
its highly polluting tar sands, with the aim of promoting British 
interests, specifically BP and Shell projects in Alberta.132

cambodia land grab128 
a report from aprodev 
documents how affected 
communities have lost their 
livelihoods because of land 
grabbing by national and 
international business 
corporations. local 
communities have not been 
consulted and they have 
received little or no 
compensation for their loss. 
The communities have been 
evicted from their land and 
have faced systematic 
human rights violations.

cambodia has experienced 
a dramatic increase in land 
grabbing in recent years. 
almost 56 per cent of all 
arable land is given to 

private companies for 
agro-industrial use. The 
land grabbing has resulted 
in loss of livelihoods for local 
communities. within 
cambodia, there is concern 
that the european union’s 
preferential trade 
agreement, everything but 
arms (eba), is fuelling the 
alarming land-grabbing 
development. despite the 
objective of the eba to 
support development in the 
least developed countries, in 
fact the agreement makes  
it more profitable for 
cambodia’s elite to grab 
land from smallholder 
farmers.

at least 459 families and 
over 5,000 hectares of 
community land in sre 
ambel and botum sakor 
districts of Koh Kong 
province in cambodia’s 
southwestern corner have 
been affected by a sugar 
plantation producing sugar 
for export to the eu. in 
august 2006, contracts were 
signed for two economic 
land concessions in the 
botum sakor and sre ambel 
districts. The concessions 
were granted to Koh Kong 
plantation co ltd and the 
Koh Kong sugar co ltd 
respectively. The two 
concessions are in fact  

a single plantation from 
which sugar is exported to 
the eu under the eba 
initiative. These concessions 
have involved widespread 
violations of national and 
international law and have 
increased food insecurity for 
the local farmers who 
owned and farmed the land. 
The affected villagers, who 
lacked formal land titles but 
had possession rights under 
the 2001 land law, say they 
were unaware of their rights 
under the law. armed 
guards have since denied 
the community access to  
the land.

Airlines opposing the EU carbon tax on air travel
Since January 2012 the EU has enforced a carbon tax on 
all flights in its air space. US and Canadian Airlines tried to 
take legal action in the European Court of Justice against 
the levy, but their case was rejected. Air travel has to date 
been largely exempt from measures to cut global carbon 
emissions. The levy is one step towards paying for the 
damage air travel causes to the environment.

Population and consumption
In recent years it has been widely suggested that curbing 
population growth would help to tackle climate change.

World population is projected to grow by 1.2 billion between 
2010 and 2025, from 6.8 billion to 8 billion.133 This is a slower 
rate of global population growth than that experienced in 
the past 20 years, suggesting that the world is entering 
the final phase of a period of explosive population growth 
that peaked in the mid-1960s, and is heading towards peak 
population.134 

Most growth will occur in Africa and Asia, with India seeing 
the largest change, accounting for one-fifth of all growth and 
overtaking China by 2026.135 China is projected to add 100 
million to its current 1.3 billion by 2025, while sub-Saharan 
Africa is projected to add 350 million and the Latin America 
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and Caribbean region 100 million. Meanwhile, Russia, 
Ukraine, Italy, Japan, and eastern European countries’ 
populations are likely to decline.136 

New research suggests that three-quarters of the world’s 
approximately 1.3 billion poor people now live in middle-
income countries and only about a quarter of the world’s 
poor – about 370 million people – live in the remaining  
low-income countries, which are largely in sub-Saharan 
Africa.137 Income inequality in Latin America and the 
Caribbean is the most pronounced in the world and this has 
not changed in four decades. It is 36 per cent higher than in  
east Asia and 18 per cent higher than the level reported for  
sub-Saharan Africa.138

Of course, this may reflect the graduation of China and 
India to middle-income status, but it suggests that a 
consideration of intra-state inequality is likely to become 
more significant, particularly if new emerging economies 
follow similar development models to India and Brazil. 
Poverty is becoming more a problem of internal inequality, 
and the solution is one of internal redistribution.139 

In 2008, for the first time, more than half the world’s 
people lived in urban areas. By 2030, urban dwellers are 
projected to make up roughly 60 per cent of the world’s 
population. Globally, most future population growth is likely 
to take place in cities, especially in Asia, Africa and Latin 
America. Poor people will make up a large part of future 
urban growth. Cities are already the source of close to 80 
per cent of global CO2 emissions, and they will account for 
an ever-higher percentage in the coming years as more and 
more people reside in and move to cities in search of more a 
prosperous life.140 

Christian Aid recognises that population growth is 
contributing to climate change141 and other degradations 
of the natural environment. It also accepts that population 
growth is increasing the number of people who are 
suffering the effects of climate change and needing to adapt 
to them. However, Christian Aid believes that the effect of 
population growth on the world’s climate and environment 
should not be seen in isolation from the dramatically unequal 
contributions of individuals in poor and rich countries. 

It is both unjust and dangerously myopic to consider the 
effect of poor countries’ population growth on the climate 
without also addressing the fact that people in rich countries 
continue to take far more than their fair share of the 
environment’s capacity to absorb greenhouse gases (and 
other pollutants).142 

If population ‘control’ is a lever with which to tackle 
climate change, then reducing the number of people in rich 
countries – and radically changing their polluting lifestyles – 
would be far more efficient than reducing population growth 
in poor countries, even if we recognise that poor countries’ 
emissions will increase as they reduce poverty.

The average person in the UK causes emissions equivalent 
to nine tonnes each year. This is almost 100 times greater 
than people in poor countries including Burkina Faso, 
Malawi, Mozambique, Niger, Mali, Chad, Burundi, Rwanda, 
Gambia, Sierra Leone and Afghanistan. It is roughly 10 
times greater than people in the least developed countries 
generally.143 

Christian Aid rejects the notion that poor people should be 
forced or encouraged to limit the number of children they 
have, so that rich people can continue to lead the same 
unsustainable lifestyles that caused climate change in the 
first place.

As people in the developing world move out of poverty, their 
carbon emissions will usually increase towards the levels of 
people in richer countries. However, this is not inevitable. If 
effective low-carbon and resource-efficient strategies are 
put in place and funded through a global climate change 
deal, then developing countries could develop in a far more 
sustainable way than industrialised countries. It is also the 
responsibility of wealthy countries to reduce their resource 
consumption to meet the needs of future generations.

We must acknowledge that population growth is damaging 
or diminishing the availability of many environmental 
resources including fresh water, trees and topsoil. Such 
damage further impoverishes people who are already poor, 
making it more difficult for them to grow food, feed animals 
and meet their own basic survival needs. However, in 
many parts of the developing world, basic resources such 
as water, land, forests and minerals are being consumed 
and degraded in order to supply goods to people in over-
consuming rich countries and the growing middle classes. 
This pushes people living in poverty on to increasingly 
marginal lands and, in some cases, forces them to further 
degrade their environments just to survive.

Overall, a new model of living is needed that can deliver the 
needs of all populations and extend them the choices and 
opportunities they need to take control of their lives, without 
over-consuming the world’s precious natural resources. 
This is as much, if not more, the responsibility of the over-
consuming populations as that of poor people who have  
few choices.

Overall, a new model of living is needed that 
can deliver the needs of all populations and 
extend them the choices and opportunities 
they need to take control of their lives.
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Threats from natural disasters 
In 2010 the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of 
Disasters recorded 373 natural-disaster events that killed 
over 296,800 people, affected the lives of 208 million 
people and cost nearly US$110bn.144 Such statistics 
are alarming and are set to worsen. Risk drivers such 
as climate change are already increasing the severity 
and unpredictability of certain weather-related hazards. 
Alongside other risk drivers – such as rapid, unplanned 
urbanisation, population growth and environmental 
degradation – it increases the exposure to and impact of 
natural hazards such as cyclones, floods and droughts, 
which can result in death, destruction and destroyed 
livelihoods.

Recognising the need for disaster risk reduction

‘The incidence of natural disasters has increased fivefold 
since the 1970s. This increase can, with a fair degree of 
certainty, be attributed in part to climate change induced
by human activity. Deforestation, degradation of natural 
coastal protection and poor infrastructure have increased 
the likelihood that weather shocks will turn into human
disasters, especially in the least developed countries. 
Reducing disaster risk will then entail significant 
technological and social change, including rebuilding of 
infrastructure and better land-use and water  
management in vulnerable areas with vulnerable social 
groups fully taking part in decision-making processes 
related to the implementation of systems of community 
resilience to climate change and disasters.’

Extract from the World Economic and  
Social Survey 2011, UNDESA

Since the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) on disaster 
risk reduction (DRR)145 was agreed by over 170 states in 
2005, worldwide efforts have greatly increased to make 
DRR a priority – building preparedness, and educating on 
and reducing disaster risks. However, millions are still at 
risk of disasters, and recent reports such as Views from the 
Frontline, 2011, suggest efforts to meet the HFA are not 
delivering at local level.146 

The MDGs, Hyogo Framework and Convention on Biological 
Diversity all expire in the next few years, and the UNFCCC 
is in final negotiations on adaptation responses. When these 
agreements are renewed or replaced it will be essential to 
coordinate between them to support resilient outcomes for 
people and nature. To deliver adaptive resilient development 
implies integration of disaster resilience and adaptation to 
climate change into the post-2015 development framework. 

The example in the box (overleaf) from Christian Aid’s 
partners in the Philippines shows how DRR can be 
implemented at a national and local level.
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drr law in the philippines 
in the philippines, prior to 
2010, disasters were treated 
as inevitable and legislation 
was primarily focused on 
centralised emergency relief. 
Government funds for relief 
efforts could be mobilised 
only 24 hours after a state of 
calamity was declared by 
the president, meaning that 
vulnerable people had to 
wait for a disaster to occur 
before they could get any 
help.

in 2008, following the 
presentation by civil society 
of the strategic national 

action plan on drr to 
congress, christian aid 
partners were instrumental 
in convening the drr 
network of the philippines 
(drrnet) – a network of 
more than 300 civil society 
institutions and individual 
experts – to advocate for 
more national and local 
commitment to drr and for 
law reforms. This cross-
sector network combined 
public campaigning and 
awareness-raising with 
targeted lobbying of the 
philippine congress to 
create a powerful movement 

for the new law. The 
flooding of Metro Manila by 
typhoon Ketsana in 
september 2009 also placed 
national policy-makers 
face-to-face with disaster 
and public opinion.

as a result of these efforts, 
in may 2010 the new drr 
management act was 
passed in the philippines. 
The law has now shifted the 
main focus of disaster 
management away from 
emergency response 
towards prevention, 
protection and 

empowerment. The result is 
a more decentralised 
approach to drr and 
disaster response, with civil 
society organisations and 
communities (as well as the 
private sector) recognised 
as key stakeholders for 
implementation of the law, 
alongside government. also, 
local government units 
(lGus) have been 
recognised as the frontline 
of emergency response, 
poverty reduction and 
development planning. 

‘The incidence of natural disasters has increased 
fivefold since the 1970s. This increase can, with 
a fair degree of certainty, be attributed in part to 
climate change induced by human activity.’
World Economic and Social Survey 2011,  
UN DESA
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Secondhand clothing collected and exported by American charities 
is sent to the Dominican Republic and Haiti. The buying and selling 
of used clothes – or ‘pepe’ – in ‘pepe markets’ in Haiti has become 
big business. Affordable and desirable by the people, it inevitably 
has a serious effect on the local garment industry.
Christian Aid/Matthew Gonzalez-Noda
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‘Disparities between urban and rural areas are also 
pronounced and daunting. Achieving the goals will  
require equitable and inclusive economic growth –  
growth that reaches everyone and that will enable all 
people, especially the poor and marginalised, to benefit 
from economic opportunities.’ 

While growth driven by consumption may allow better 
environmental standards in rich countries, this has resulted 
in the transfer of industry and activities that cause resource 
depletion and degradation to the lower income countries, 
where regulations and standards are not so high and labour 
costs are cheap. For example, carbon leakage from rich 
to poor countries, where rich countries close high-carbon 
industries to meet their climate target, only to import 
carbon-intensive goods from the developing world. 

There has been localised success with sustainable 
development – such as Christian Aid’s work developing 
markets for wild cocoa in Bolivia,149 or Christian Aid’s  
climate resilience work across the developing world,  
helping farmers to withstand the impacts of a changing 
weather pattern on their crops.150 Also there is the 
emergence of the concept of the ‘zero-carbon’ and  
‘zero waste’ city such as Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City  
in China. However, overall the sustainable development  
model has failed to gain traction at a global economic level.  
The UN High-level Panel on Global Sustainability concluded 
that progress has been made, but it has been neither  
fast nor deep enough. So what new approaches are  
coming forward?

Green economy
The concept of a green economy has become a centre 
of policy debates on how to integrate the problem of 
natural resource constraints into mainstream economic 
development. During the recent global financial crisis, 
the UN General Assembly and several UN agencies 
underscored that the crisis represented an opportunity to 
promote green economy initiatives as part of the stimulus 
packages being put in place to support the recovery.

The green economy approach has been largely to present 
the positive economic benefits (usually in terms of income, 
GDP and jobs) of policies and investment to promote ‘green’ 
outcomes. Overall the proponents of the green economy 
say the benefits outweigh the costs, especially when 
compared to the cost of natural resource degradation  

Sustainable development
The first Rio Earth Summit in 1992 proposed the concept of 
‘sustainable development’ as the way forward. This approach 
would balance the three pillars of development – ‘social’, 
‘economic’ and ‘environment’. However, in the following 20 
years, we have seen the dominant rise of the ‘economic’ 
pillar over the other two. The goal of economic growth 
has eclipsed the goal of social equity and environmental 
sustainability. Many people believe (and this is the dominant 
model adopted by donors such as the UK, US and the 
World Bank) that economic growth by itself will ‘trickle 
down’ to raise the living standards and make environmental 
conservation affordable to a nation. Evidence is given 
that growth in middle-income countries – and in China in 
particular – has raised millions of people out of poverty. 
However, this hides the fact that the gap between the rich 
and the poor in these countries is increasing rapidly.147 There 
is also a wide variation in growth rates between developing 
countries, with a number of least developed countries and 
more fragile states being left behind.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s speech  
at the launch of the Millennium Development  
Goals report 2011, July 2011148 

‘On the one hand, it is clear that the MDGs have made 
a tremendous difference: they have raised awareness 
and they have shaped the broad vision that remains the 
overarching framework for development work across 
the world, and they have fuelled action and meaningful 
progress in people’s lives. Hundreds of millions have  
been lifted from poverty, more people have access to 
education, better health care and improved access to  
clean drinking water.

‘At the same time, progress has been uneven. The  
poorest of the poor are being left behind. We need to 
reach out and lift them into our lifeboat. Now is the 
time for equity, inclusion, sustainability and women’s 
empowerment.

‘The report shows that we still have a long way to go  
in empowering women and girls, promoting sustainable 
development, and protecting the most vulnerable from the 
devastating effects of multiple crises, be they conflicts, 
natural disasters or volatility in prices for food and energy.

‘Progress tends to bypass those who are lowest on the 
economic ladder or are otherwise disadvantaged  
because of their sex, age, disability or ethnicity.

‘The poorest of the poor are being left behind. 
We need to reach out and lift them into our 
lifeboat. Now is the time for equity, inclusion, 
sustainability and women’s empowerment.’
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
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(the ‘externalities’) if we follow the business as usual 
‘brown’ economy. The benefits have largely been presented 
through a combination of projected economic benefits of 
investment in different sectors, and a presentation of current 
successful ‘green economy’ case study examples in a range 
of countries, such as feed-in tariffs for renewable, organic 
agriculture, forest management or waste recycling. 

Methods proposed for monitoring the green economy 
mainly entail a monetisation of the natural resources or the 
ecosystem services, so that a financial value of resources 
saved or lost can be made. This approach tends not to 
measure who gains or loses from the use of resources.

The UN General Assembly decided that one of the 
major themes for the UN Conference on Sustainable 
Development, in June 2012 in Rio de Janeiro, should be ‘a 
green economy in the context of sustainable development 
and poverty eradication’.

The UNEP defines a green economy as one that results 
in: ‘improved human well-being and social equity, while 
significantly reducing environmental risks and ecological 
scarcities’.151

UN DESA says that there is broad agreement on the 
basic idea underpinning the green economy, namely, 
that enhancing economic growth, social progress and 
environmental stewardship can be complementary strategic 
objectives and that the need for possible trade-offs among 
them en route to their realisation can be overcome.152 

However, there is still a lot of work to be done on 
defining what a green economy means and how it can be 
implemented. Developing countries have been reluctant to 
engage in the UN discussions on green economy as they 
fear they will be asked to restrict their growth, and that 
green economy approaches could impose trade barriers to 
commodities from developing countries. This highlights the 
importance of engaging in the ‘wellbeing and social equity’ 
objective of the green economy alongside the ‘green’ 
objectives, and not just as an afterthought.

The green economy approach throws up a number of 
questions, such as:

•  Is the green economy aiming at the transformation of the 
whole economy, or just a boost to the green parts of the 
economy? 

•  If we invest in ‘green’ elements of the economy, will it 
mean a natural reduction in the ‘dirty’ sectors? 

•  Will it entail a series of green ‘projects’, or a real 
transformation of how we deliver and consume 
commodities and ecosystem services? 

•  How green is green enough? 

•  Should a green economy focus on carbon and climate 
change alone, or deliver on all ecological constraints?

•  Can green jobs, green technologies and green markets 
deliver the wellbeing and equity outcomes?

For Christian Aid the question is whether the green 
economy approaches can deliver equitable outcomes 
that benefit poor people and developing countries. How can 
we deliver a fair green economy?

Current thinking on the green economy has come from 
diverse sources: the UN, the business sector, the unions 
and NGO coalitions. Each deals with the issues of equity 
within the green economy in a different way.

UN: The UN (UNEP153/UN DESA)154 is leading the 
development of the green economy approach. Central 
to their approach is the need for green technologies and 
markets in different natural resource-dependent sectors 
delivered through changes to policy and regulation, and 
though public and private sector investment. It refers to a 
‘green technology revolution’. 

Private sector: The World Business Council for Sustainable 
Development155 has set out its ‘Vision 2050’, which details 
how the private sector can deliver the green economy and 
aims at both a green and a fair equitable economy by 2050. 
Its vision is one where ‘the global population is not just living 
on the planet, but living well and within the limits of the 
planet’. The participating companies believe that ‘the world 
already has the knowledge, science, technologies, skills 
and financial resources needed to achieve Vision 2050, but 
the foundations for the vision need to be laid at speed and 
scale in the next decade’. The council believes that business 
can lead this transformation. Its vision is nonetheless 
focused on business objectives. It estimates global business 
opportunities in natural resources (including energy, forestry, 
agriculture and food, water and metals) and health and 
education (in terms of social sustainability) could build up 
steadily to around US$3-10tn annually in 2050 at constant 
2008 prices.

Unions: The trade unions have been active in the debate 
on establishing a green economy, in particular on the 
stimulation of decent green jobs and in a ‘just transition’ 
to a green economy through education, training and social 
protection. This approach emerged from the ‘low-carbon’ 
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discussions at the UNFCCC, but is more recently addressing 
the green economy agenda more broadly.

Civil society: The Green Economy Coalition (GEC) 
brings together environment, development, trade union, 
consumer and business sectors, north and south. The GEC 
is committed to a common cause: accelerating a transition 
to a new green economy, including fostering a common 
understanding of what a green economy means. The GEC 
has developed a manifesto on the economy, which calls 
for the political and business will to transform production 
and consumption through green investment, regulation 
and accounting.156 One of its principal modes of operation 
is to demonstrate the green economy through effective 
examples of the green economy across the world.

The concept of ‘one planet living’157 has been developed 
by Bioregional and WWF, which shows that globally we 
are consuming far more than our one planet can deliver 
sustainably. Wealthy countries live as if they had the 
resources of three or more planets, whereas the poorest 
countries live well within the means of one planet. 

Stakeholder Forum, together with Bioregional, has made 
an analysis of principles of the green economy across the 
literature, and has drawn up a compilation list of these 
principles. See Appendix 2. 

Green growth
The terms ‘green economy’ and ‘green growth’ are 
sometimes used interchangeably, though it can be argued 
that they aim at different outcomes. Not all definitions of a 
green economy will imply a growth model for the economy, 
at least not in developed countries (see next section). 

The arguments are that green growth will inspire new green 
sectors which, in the medium to long term, will stimulate 
jobs and income. Therefore investment today will be more 
than paid back through the green economy in years to 
come. 

The OECD describes green growth as follows: ‘It builds 
on existing sustainable development initiatives in many 
countries and aims at identifying cleaner sources of 
growth, including seizing the opportunities to develop 
new green industries, jobs and technologies, while also 
managing the structural changes associated with the 
transition to a greener economy... Green growth strategies 
will require a mix of policy instruments, including market-
based approaches, regulations and standards, measures 
to incentivise R&D, and information-based instruments to 
facilitate consumer choices. Correctly pricing pollution or 

the exploitation of a scarce resource through taxes, natural 
resource charges or tradable permit systems should be a 
central element of the policy mix, most notably to provide a 
clear market signal.’158 The OECD report also acknowledges 
the developing country concerns over green protectionism. 

But does ‘greening’ contribute to growth? There are three 
levels of ambition within the green growth debate. First, 
that low-carbon approaches (and most of the green growth 
debate has covered low-carbon only) are compatible with a 
growth model. Second, that new low-carbon infrastructure 
and technology development can generate jobs and wealth. 
Third, the most optimistic argue that a low-carbon approach 
can fuel a ‘green industrial revolution’. 

A recent review of green growth models, by the Berkeley 
Round Table on the International Economy, concludes that 
they are over-optimistic on the growth potential for new 
jobs and wealth, and at best they will replace old ‘brown 
sector’ losses.159 However, this paper goes on to assess 
other ‘revolutions’ such as the ‘communications revolution‘ 
with mobile communications, or the ‘transport revolution’ of 
the industrial era. Both of these, rather than replacing what 
we do now, changed how we do things. The paper argues 
that the green economy revolution could have a similar 
revolutionary effect.

Carbon-only focus
For many reasons – not least the emergence of the multi-
billion dollar carbon market, and the readiness of some 
low-carbon energy technologies – much of the analysis of 
the green economy has focused on low carbon. While it is 
utterly essential to get this right, this single-issue approach 
has had some unwanted effects.

The carbon market – with its carbon-only focus – is a prime 
example of a false solution to the climate change problem. 
There are examples of the main global carbon market, 
the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), investing 
in industrial projects that cause considerable damage to 
the local communities and local environment around the 
project. These are projects that, in many cases, would 
have happened anyway, such as the refrigerant plants that 
gain credits by destroying harmful waste gases HCFC-22 
and HFC-23. Such projects could be easily implemented 
with appropriate national regulation. Also, a number of 
CDM-funded industrial plants have significantly polluted 
the surrounding water and land or displaced alternative 
sustainable development projects.160 
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Overall, isolated projects that solve a single environmental 
problem can have immediate benefits on that issue 
in that area. However, such a focused approach may 
miss opportunities for engaging with other social and 
environmental problems or, in the worst case, single 
projects may be detrimental to other social or environmental 
outcomes.

It is when individual problems are dealt with in isolation that 
the more perverse outcomes occur. Overall, a much more 
holistic approach to green solutions, which can address 
climate change, natural resource and community resilience 
and development together, is necessary. For example, 
Christian Aid’s Low-carbon Africa report161 demonstrates 
how low-carbon investment in low-income countries can 
also deliver energy access to the energy poor and stimulate 
low-carbon growth. By removing dependence on fossil 
fuel imports, such projects can increase the resilience of 
countries to fluctuations in fossil fuel availability and pricing.

Who goes first?  
A developing country perspective
Developing countries are reluctant to look into alternative 
‘green’ models because they are concerned that this will 
slow down their economic development or disadvantage 
their trade opportunities. Also there is concern that the 
‘green economy’ is a continuation of the current economic 
approach, which reinforces unequal distribution of wealth 
and access to resources.

They fear the industrialised nations will use ‘green’ criteria to 
create trade barriers for their products. There is a common 
argument along the lines of: ‘Why should we not develop 
our economy by using our natural wealth, just as wealthy 
countries have over the past 100 years?’ Additionally, 
and very importantly, developing countries fear that they 
will be asked to slow down their economies to respond 
to environmental concerns such as climate change and 
deforestation, when the wealthy countries are doing little or 
nothing to change their ways. 

The stalemate in the climate change negotiations is very 
much due to these criticisms of industrialised nations. 
Wealthy countries that are avoiding taking binding action 
on climate change (including the US, Canada, Japan and 
Russia) are making direct moves to push the burden of 
action on to the newly emerging economies, including the 
BASIC countries, Brazil, China, India and South Africa. The 
developing countries are resisting taking binding actions 
until the rich nations promise to do more and to put up more 

money for developing country action. This has resulted 
in further delays of binding commitments by all of these 
countries until 2020.

This does not mean that the emerging economies are 
not taking unilateral action against future climate change 
(see box below). A recent study has in fact shown that 
the emissions cuts pledges made at the climate change 
conferences in Copenhagen and Cancun by the emerging 
economies add up to far more emissions reduction than the 
total emissions reductions of the wealthy countries.162 

China and the US’s carbon emissions cut pledge

China has pledged to lower CO2 emissions per unit of 
GDP by 40-45 per cent by 2020, increase the share of 
non-fossil fuels in primary energy consumption to  
around 15 per cent by 2020, and increase forest  
coverage. In the 12th Five Year Plan (2011–2015), the 
Chinese government identified seven Strategic  
Emerging Industries for particular support, three of  
which are directly related to clean energy technologies.  
It also announced a number of trial emissions  
trading systems.

The US has a current emissions reduction pledge of  
about four per cent emissions cut on 1990 levels by 
2020 (this is a 17 per cent cut from 2005 levels due to 
the increased emissions from 1990 to 2005). The US 
continues to struggle to put in place domestic carbon 
emissions policies to curb emissions.

The South Centre reported the concerns of developing 
countries, at the preparatory meeting for Rio+20 in New 
York in May 2011, over the ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to 
the green economy.163 The G77 expressed concern that 
‘up to now, the approach offered by green economy does 
not reflect clearly the disparity between countries, which 
translates as different development challenges and the 
many possible interactions among environmental, economic 
and social factors’. It said: ‘The underlying differences 
in the development processes and the structures of the 
economies and societies between the developed and 
developing countries have been captured in the principle of 
common but differentiated responsibilities and respective 
capabilities. This distinction also points to the fact that there 
is not one single model for sustainable development, much 
less for a “green economy” that would fit all countries. 

Developing countries fear that they will be asked 
to slow down their economies to respond to 
environmental concerns such as climate change 
and deforestation, when the wealthy countries 
are doing little or nothing to change their ways. 
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‘Green economy definitions would thus require a certain 
degree of flexibility and the consideration of the different 
levels of economic, social and environmental development 
in different countries. A universalist and uniform approach to 
the concept of “green economy” is not warranted.’

The G77 then raised several more questions: 

•  How could the ‘green economy’ approach contribute to 
the implementation of policies for poverty eradication 
and for the achievement of the internationally agreed 
development goals, including the MDGs, in particular 
MDGs 7 and 8? 

•  How can the concept advance the technology transfer 
and the provision of new and additional financial 
resources to developing countries? 

•  What would be the implications for macro-economic 
policies and for international trade of a green economy 
approach? How could ‘green protectionism’ be avoided? 

•  Are there parameters to define what falls under the 
general banner of ‘green economy’?

Beyond GDP
One of the biggest criticisms of the green growth approach 
is that it assumes a greening of the current economic 
model, one that has driven inequality and unsustainable 
consumption.

There is a growing body of economists who argue that 
the objective of economic growth is not compatible with 
staying within the planet’s ecological boundaries. In his 
report Prosperity Without Growth, Tim Jackson lays out the 
case for moving away from growth based on ever-increasing 
consumption as the main economic objective, and instead 
aiming for wellbeing outcomes. Jackson challenges the 
assumption of continued economic expansion in rich 
countries and argues for the possibility of prosperity, defined 
in terms of human flourishing, without growth. This will 
require social as well as economic transformation to change 
our consumption and global production patterns.

The new macro-economy he imagines will require 
enhanced investment in public infrastructures, in sustainable 
technologies and in ecosystem maintenance. It is likely 
to demand a different balance between public and 
private goods, and require us to reframe our concepts of 
productivity and profitability.

The New Economics Foundation’s report The Great 
Transition makes similar points, identifying the fact that 
economies are entirely geared towards maximising growth 
as the problem. It argues for the abandonment of growth 
as a goal, and instead a move to engineer a ‘steady-state 
economy’ as proposed earlier by the economist  
Herman Daly.

Alternatives to GDP as a measure of success have been 
developed. In November of last year, the UK government 
announced a plan to measure happiness in an attempt 
to guide government policy, and has asked the Office 
of National Statistics to develop questions to assess the 
nation’s wellbeing. 

In 2008 the President of France, Nicolas Sarkozy, created 
the Commission on the Measurement of Economic 
Performance and Social Progress, chaired by Joseph Stiglitz 
and Amartya Sen. Their purpose was to identify the limits 
of GDP as an indicator of economic performance and social 
progress, and to consider additional information required for 
the production of a more relevant picture. 

The key message of the resulting report was that our 
measurement system should shift its emphasis from 
measuring economic production to measuring people’s 
wellbeing, and that measures of wellbeing should be put in 
a context of sustainability. Overall, Stiglitz summarised the 
report as a call to abandon ‘GDP fetishism’.

In the report, wellbeing is characterised as being 
multidimensional and shaped by the following aspects:

•  material living standards (income, consumption  
and wealth)

• health

• education

• personal activities, including work

• political voice and governance

• social connections and relationships

• environment (present and future conditions)

• insecurity, of an economic as well as a physical nature.

Among its many recommendations, the report calls 
for income and consumption to be considered instead 
of production when measuring material wellbeing; 
for inequalities within populations to be given greater 
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prominence; better account to be taken of non-market 
activities such as leisure and raising families; and for 
subjective as well as objective measures of wellbeing to be 
considered.

The United Nations High-level Panel on Global  
Sustainability supports the beyond-GDP approach, saying: 
‘The international community should measure development 
beyond gross domestic product and develop a new 
sustainable development index or set of indicators.’164

While there has been high level political interest in these 
alternative indicators, with support from Nicolas Sarkozy 
and David Cameron, such indicators have not been taken 
seriously by mainstream economic players. The dominance 
of the growth objective and short-term economic gain in our 
global economic system has meant that these alternatives 
to GDP have not yet changed how we do business.

Additionally, the no-growth and alternative to GDP 
approaches have focused mainly on developed country 
contexts, with the need to reduce consumption and growth. 
However, it can be argued that some developing countries 
will need growth at a national level to deliver poverty 
reduction and basic needs for their people. Tim Jackson 
acknowledges at the outset of Prosperity Without Growth 
that poorer countries stand urgently in need of economic 
development. Growth must be ‘rationed’ in other words, 
which would mean incomes levelling off in rich countries, 
while increasing in poor countries. 

‘The international community should measure 
development beyond gross domestic product 
and develop a new sustainable development 
index or set of indicators.’
UN High-level Panel on Global Sustainability



5. The way  
forward To an 
equiTable and 
susTainable fuTure

Drought is a regular occurrence in northern Burkina Faso. The 
communities here report that they have experienced four droughts 
in the last 10 years, which have seriously impeded their ability 
to develop. When crops fail due to drought, those farmers with 
livestock are able to supplement their cereal supplies by selling 
their livestock for meat or to breed. Livestock breeding is regarded 
as one of the most resilient types of livelihood in this community.
Christian Aid/Amanda Farrant
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(over-consumption and lack of access) be delivered through 
the same set of policy, technology and pricing interventions? 
Or do we need to go the ‘extra mile’ to deliver to the 
poorest? The fact that the MDGs targets aimed only to 
halve poverty, and did not expect to pull the ‘poorest of the 
poor’ out of one-dollar-a-day poverty (the ‘bottom billion’) 
demonstrates just how challenging it is to target the 20 per 
cent of the world in basic needs deficit.

New approaches to the economy – 
business as usual is not an option
‘The current global economic crisis, which has led many 
to question the performance of existing global economic 
governance, offers an opportunity for root and branch reform 
and a decisive shift towards green growth, which contributes 
to sustainable development, not just in the financial system, 
but in the real economy as well.’  
High-level Panel on Global Sustainability,  
January 2012.167 

The validity of GDP growth as the main objective of society 
has long been challenged, mainly due to its failure to 
reduce poverty and inequality, and its destructive impact 
on the environment. In rich countries it has been observed 
that continued increases in wealth do not translate into 
improvements in welfare and happiness (see box on the 
‘plenty line’, overleaf).

Given the need for some form of growth for the poor, we 
need to consider the trade-offs – how can we achieve 
development with the least environmental cost? Can we 
deliver prosperity and human flourishing without costing the 
earth?

In taking a more holistic approach to the ‘constrained world’ 
problem we will need to promote a new economic model 
that minimises natural resource consumption, increases the 
resilience of communities and leads to more sustainable and 
thriving communities.

Advocating for alternatives to GDP growth, such as 
indicators of human development, to become legitimate 
policy objectives should be a priority. This could pave the 
way for alternative economic models, which conceptualise 
economies as a means to human fulfilment rather than ends 
in themselves.

High-income countries must lead in reducing their ecological 
footprints and especially their carbon emissions, but it is 
likewise crucial for developing countries to avoid pursuing 
infrastructural and energy pathways that lock them in to 
high dependency on fossil fuels (with long-term import cost 

Political will and public policy are key 
to delivering equity and environmental 
ambition
A number of recent reports have made recommendations 
on how to achieve a green economy, to deliver flows of 
resources required for growing populations and economies 
with some element of more equitable sharing of resources 
and benefits. Recommendations fall roughly into three 
categories:

• technology innovation 

•  correct pricing to include environmental impacts and to 
encourage good practice

• public policy that promotes good practice.

Most studies – such as the UNEP Green Economy report or 
McKinsey Global Institute’s Resource Revolution report and 
the World Business Council for Sustainable Development 
– demonstrate that with technology and correct pricing 
we can technically deliver a more sustainable world. 
We have these ready to go now. However, to achieve 
these outcomes will require the correct public policy and 
planning initiatives to make them happen. What remains 
very unclear is how to stimulate the correct political 
environment to achieve a step change in public policy – 
at global national and local level – to initiate a genuine 
move towards a fair, green economy.

The contrast of the response to the banking crisis in 2008 
and the urgent need to have a global response to the 
climate crisis in Durban in 2011 highlights the lack of political 
motivation for a truly fair green economy.166 The banking 
crisis resulted in rapid political agreement (within weeks) by 
the world’s biggest economies to bail out the banking sector 
by trillions of dollars. The global climate change negotiations, 
after fours years of discussions of a new global agreement, 
effectively disbanded the vital aspects of the Kyoto Protocol 
to limit greenhouse gas emissions by wealthy nations. 
They blurred the equity principles of the convention, put off 
commitment by major emitters until 2020 and delivered no 
new climate finance.

The other question that must be asked is whether a 
‘green’ policy agenda can also deliver more equitable 
outcomes that value the needs of the vulnerable and 
marginalised as much or more than the powerful elite. 
Can the combination of technological innovation and correct 
resource pricing deliver to the poorest, while reducing the 
consumption of the wealthiest? Can these two problems 

‘Sustainable development has undoubtedly suffered 
from a failure of political will… the concept of 
sustainable development has not yet been  
incorporated into the mainstream national and 
international economic policy debate.’ 
UN High-level Panel on Global Sustainability,  
January 2012
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implications) and resource-intensive consumption. High-
income countries should support them in producing  
low-carbon and resource-efficient road maps that will lead 
to long-term inclusive and sustainable growth.

One key opportunity for developing a new metric for 
assessing development will arise in the process of 
developing a new development framework to follow on 
from the MDGs when they expire in 2015. The post-2015 
development framework could redefine global sustainable 
development objectives, as described below.

Plenty line and luxury consumption168

David Woodward and Saamah Abdallah have proposed a 
‘plenty line’ as a counterpart to the poverty line, in order to 
focus public and political attention on the issue of over-
consumption. They ask, is there a level of income such 
that people with incomes above this level have minimally 
greater wellbeing than those with incomes at this level?

Their analysis finds indicative evidence for the existence 
of ‘plenty lines’ ranging between household incomes of 
US$35,000 and US$107,000 in six western European 
countries (and at US$20,000 in one eastern European 
country), where wellbeing is defined in terms of life 
satisfaction. This is consistent with research in the US, 

which showed that there was no increase in wellbeing 
once household incomes reached US$75,000.169

In conclusion, they state that their analysis implies there is 
a case for policies designed to limit the growth of incomes 
beyond societal plenty lines – primarily higher incomes in 
developed countries (but also those of elites, particularly in 
highly unequal middle-income developing countries). But, 
the implications of the plenty line concept potentially reach 
much further. By highlighting – and potentially allowing 
us to quantify – the divergence between total income 
and societal wellbeing, the plenty line has the potential 
to provide a basis for a whole new economics, directed 
towards the achievement of our ultimate goals as society 
and not merely the maximisation of total production.

New development framework –  
2015 and beyond
The MDGs were successful in providing a focus for global 
efforts to reduce poverty, and to communicate this widely. 
There has been some notable progress towards achieving 
the goals in particular countries, and prior to the financial 

crisis there had been significant gains within certain goals, 
as we document in We’re All in This Together.170 There are 
also many valid criticisms of the MDGs. Too much of the 
ambition of the founding Millennium Declaration, signed by 
leaders of 189 countries, was lost when it was translated 
into the MDGs – above all, we have argued, in the neglect  
of sustainability, inequality and accountability. 

As the global community works to ensure the existence of 
an effective framework for development once the MDGs 
expire (post-2015), we must put sustainability at the heart of 
the discussions and the next framework. It is also essential 
that we do not lose the political will and the global support 
that existed for the MDGs, so we must transfer the most 
successful aspects of the MDGs into the next set of goals, 
especially the Millennium Declaration on which they  
are based. 

In order to ensure sustainability is central in the next 
framework, it must be framed as more than just the 
environment. To make any development efforts long lasting, 
we must also have a sustainable economy (including 
sustainable economic growth) and sustainable social 
wellbeing (especially equity).

The negotiations for the Rio+20 Summit have set a course 
for an agreement to develop a new set of goals and targets 
focused on sustainability – the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). No matter what, the SDGs will be linked to 
the MDGs in some form. The relationship between the 
two sets of goals is yet to be determined and this is the 
time to influence how the two fit together. If the SDGs 
are to be developed by 2015, there is potential for them 
to be framed in a way that covers equity, participation and 
poverty reduction so that they could actually be the next set 
of development goals, or at the very least complement the 
next framework in a way that does not detract from either 
set of goals being achieved. It is essential that the SDGs do 
not take support away from the MDGs/post-MDGs, unless 
they are going to encompass all aspects of sustainability and 
equitable, resilient development.

The SDGs, as discussed ahead of Rio+20, focus on  
five key environmental themes. These are: 

• food security

• energy access (including renewable sources)

• oceans (including fisheries)

• sustainable human settlements (cities)

• integrated water management. 
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These SDGs have the potential to frame planetary 
boundaries in order to demonstrate the constraints on  
our resources due to luxury use and the waste of the  
top 20 per cent. 

We all have a responsibility and a role to play in ensuring 
we have equitable and resilient development in a resource-
constrained world. The framework and goals that aim to 
make this happen must be global, based on common but 
differentiated responsibilities. Regardless of the specific 
form or name of what comes after the MDGs, it must show 
that we are all in this together. 

Who should act?
The central conclusion of this report is that governments 
have a critical role in driving the move towards a more 
equitable and sustainable world. Only with political will, 
national planning and strong public policy at local, national 
and global levels can we deliver a fair green economy. 
However, there are key stakeholders that can and must act 
to support and deliver effective long-term outcomes. These 
include the global multilateral agencies, the private sector 
and the affected communities. Effective engagement and 
commitment of these players, as described below, is critical 
for success.

reframing development goals in light of equity and sustainability
how would a new equitable 
and sustainable 
development framework be 
different from the current 
mdGs and would the 
outcomes for poverty 
reduction be different?

There are two very 
significant differences in 
this new approach:

•  Planetary boundaries: for 
the first time poverty 
reduction will be linked 
directly to the issues of 
environmental planetary 
boundaries. This has both 
global and local 
implications. as 
environmental 
degradation at a global 
level is driven by the 
consumption patterns of 
the wealthy, it is essential 
to address how 
consumption is limiting 
the ability of the poorest 
to access basic resources. 
at a local level, the 
governance and rights 
over natural resources will 
be critical to ensuring the 
poor and marginalised 

have fair access to the 
natural resources where 
they live.

•  Refocus on the 
marginalised: by being 
inequality-blind, for the 
most part, the mdGs have 
risked exacerbating 
inequality in various 
dimensions. aimed at 
halving poverty, they have 
driven development efforts 
towards raising the levels 
of communities most 
easily reached by the 
development effort. This 
has meant that 
marginalised groups – 
including in certain 
contexts women, disabled 
people, particular racial, 
religious, ethnic and 
sexual minority groups, 
certain tribes or castes – 
have not benefited from 
the mdGs as much as 
other less disadvantaged 
groups. progress on 
universal targets for 
primary education, for 
example, will be harder to 
reach if disabled children 

are prioritised – so that 
the result may well not be 
inequality-neutral. a new 
approach to sustainable 
and equitable 
development must ensure 
that inequality is seen as 
a central part of the 
problem in each 
dimension of human 
development, so that 
distribution is part of the 
analysis and marginalised 
groups are as much part of 
the solution as others, 
with indicators for 
distribution of benefits 
systematically identified 
and supported.

so what are the implications 
for the new goals? by 
reframing the development 
in the context of equity and 
sustainability, a new set of 
outcomes will result:

•  local decentralised 
solutions delivering the 
needs of people and 
communities, instead of 
large-scale centralised 
solutions.

•  outcomes that focus on 
the marginalised sectors 
of the community, 
ensuring they are fully 
participating in and 
benefiting from the 
development efforts

•  focus on the consumption 
by the wealthy and the 
impacts this consumption 
has globally, in particular 
on limiting access of the 
poorest and most 
vulnerable people to basic 
natural resources through 
land and resource 
grabbing.

•  delivering long-term 
sustainable and resilient 
outcomes.

There would need to be a 
new set of indicators that 
consider the distribution of 
resource access and 
consumption, nationally 
and globally: challenging 
inequalities within the 
constraint of planetary 
boundaries.



39The way forward to an equitable and sustainable future

Aligning multilateral agencies to equitable  
and sustainable goals 
First and foremost, it will be essential to ensure that 
the global sustainable development agreements are 
driving action towards fair, sustainable and resilient global 
development.

Currently the UNFCCC climate negotiations are not on 
track to deliver a deal for below 2oC climate change. 
The negotiations at COP17 in Durban in 2011 have set 
a path to a new global climate deal, but with a delaying 
of the implementation until 2020. This is too late to stop 
catastrophic climate change. It is more essential than ever 
that the UNFCCC refocuses on what is scientifically needed 
to prevent the worst climate change and to deliver an 
equitable outcome for developing countries. This is needed 
to give the private sector and governments a clear direction 
for future investment and development. 

With the threat of significant climate change ever increasing, 
it will be essential that we are prepared. The MDGs, Hyogo 
Framework on disaster resilience and the Convention on 
Biological Diversity are all expiring around the same time. 
To deliver adaptable and resilient development implies 
integration of disaster resilience and adaptation to climate 
change into the sustainable development goals and the 
post-2015 development framework. Governments and 
international organisations should increase the resources 
allocated to adaptation and DRR, and integrate resilience 
planning into their development budgets and strategies.

However, it is not just the sustainable development-focused 
global agreements that need to be aligned. More than 
ever, our economic systems – including the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), the World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund – must align with the fair green economy 
objectives. This includes meeting responsibilities to ensure 
that globalisation plays a strong, positive role – so that, 
for example, there is a coherent and powerful challenge 
to the systemic problem of financial secrecy that allows 
the benefits of economic activity to be stripped from the 
poorest countries and communities, for the benefit of a 
small, global elite.

This approach has gained support at the highest level:

•  The ‘Zero Draft’ of the Rio+20 negotiating text 
recommends that: ‘Sustainable development must be 
given due consideration by the International Financial 
Institutions, especially the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund, the regional development 
banks, UNCTAD and the World Trade Organization 

in regulating global trade. In that regard, we request 
the international financial institutions to review their 
programmatic strategies to ensure the provision of better 
support to developing countries for the implementation of 
sustainable development.’

•  The High-level Panel on Global Sustainability 
recommends that: ‘Bilateral donors, international 
institutions and development banks should step up 
their efforts to promote sustainable development in a 
comprehensive way and should monitor and report on 
the impact of their sustainable development policies on a 
regular basis.’

•  UN DESA states that: ‘Multilateral environmental 
agreements, trade and investment rules, financing 
facilities and intellectual property rights regimes would 
all need to be aligned so as to facilitate the green 
technological transformation.’

This alignment will mean investment in new green 
technologies and practices, but also an end to unsustainable 
and inequitable practices (see box, below).

 

World Bank energy strategy

In 2011 the World Bank failed to agree an energy strategy 
to direct its investment in energy towards establishing 
a low-carbon energy future in developing countries and 
ensuring a focus on energy access for those living  
without electricity or clean fuels. The main point of  
dispute was over a proposal in the draft strategy to end 
World Bank funding for new coal-burning power stations 
in middle-income countries. This disagreement brought 
the strategy discussions to a halt. Therefore, while the 
World Bank is building up a large and growing clean 
energy portfolio and leading the multilateral banks on  
low-carbon energy, it has failed to adopt a strategy that 
could transform its energy investment to support a fair 
green economy.

This lack of vision by the World Bank and its board to 
make a clear direction towards sustainable development 
outcomes has meant a continuation of old and 
unsustainable practices. The World Bank continues to 
invest billions of dollars on large-scale oil, gas and coal 
projects in developing countries, largely through the 
IFC funds for private sector companies. Many of these 
projects have highly damaging impacts and minimal 
benefits for the local people affected by fossil fuel 
development.171 

‘Multilateral environmental agreements, trade 
and investment rules, financing facilities and 
intellectual property rights regimes would all 
need to be aligned so as to facilitate the green 
technological transformation.’
UN DESA 
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Private sector – becoming an actor for change
The role of the private sector can be both harmful  
(extending natural resource grab and increasing inequality) 
or it can be seen as a leader in innovation towards green 
outcomes (such as low-carbon technology). In general the 
private sector is driven by a profit motive and cautious of 
risk, so is less likely to target poorer populations with lower 
spending capacity and less likely to work to the benefit of 
lower income countries where returns may be lower and 
risks higher.

Options for encouraging good practice by the  
private sector include:

•  Environmental and social safeguards – the ‘do no 
harm’ approach. This may include compensation or a 
secondary benefit for the poor (such as where a gas 
extraction company promises schools and health clinics 
for the affected communities).

•  Incentives for good practice, such as subsidy, 
preferential investment or supporting regulation (for 
example the UK Green Investment Bank or renewable 
energy feed-in tariffs; emission performance standards; 
environmental legislation).

•  A pro-active approach is to put the communities 
and the environment at the heart of business 
and the solutions. There are social and environmental 
enterprises (such as Toyola cook stoves in Ghana, or 
ToughStuff solar in Kenya), but these are currently in the 
minority, delivering specific services usually to poor or 
marginalised communities. 

Additionally, clear global frameworks and agreements for 
avoiding climate change and natural resource depletion 
will be essential to give the private sector a clear guiding 
framework and investment path for delivering a green 
economy. For example, the Corporate Leaders Group on 
Climate Change recently stated: ‘Business needs a clear and 
simple policy framework which is appropriate and sufficient 
to achieve our climate goals without imposing unnecessary 
burdens, stable over the long term and providing the 
certainty required to make investments.’ 172

creating shared value
extracted from: Creating Shared Value by michael e porter and mark r Kramer173 

in recent years business 
increasingly has been 
viewed as a major cause of 
social, environmental, and 
economic problems. 
companies are widely 
perceived to be prospering 
at the expense of the 
broader community. a big 
part of the problem lies with 
companies themselves, 
which remain trapped in an 
outdated approach to value 
creation that has emerged 
over the past few decades. 
They continue to view value 
creation narrowly, 
optimizing short-term 
financial performance in a 
bubble while missing the 
most important customer 
needs and ignoring the 
broader influences that 

determine their longer-term 
success.

The concept of shared value 
recognizes that societal 
needs, not just conventional 
economic needs, define 
markets. it also recognizes 
that social harms or 
weaknesses frequently 
create internal costs for 
firms – such as wasted 
energy or raw materials, 
costly accidents, and the 
need for remedial training to 
compensate for 
inadequacies in education. 
and addressing societal 
harms and constraints does 
not necessarily raise costs 
for firms, because they can 
innovate through using new 
technologies, operating 
methods, and management 

approaches – and as a 
result, increase their 
productivity and expand 
their markets.

a growing number of 
companies known for their 
hard-nosed approach to 
business – such as Ge, 
Google, ibm, intel, Johnson 
& Johnson, nestlé, unilever, 
and wal-mart – have 
already embarked on 
important efforts to create 
shared value by 
reconceiving the 
intersection between 
society and corporate 
performance. yet our 
recognition of the 
transformative power of 
shared value is still in its 
genesis. realizing it will 
require leaders and 

managers to develop new 
skills and knowledge – such 
as a far deeper appreciation 
of societal needs, a greater 
understanding of the true 
bases of company 
productivity, and the ability 
to collaborate across profit/
nonprofit boundaries. And 
government must learn how 
to regulate in ways that 
enable shared value rather 
than work against it.

The purpose of the 
corporation must be 
redefined as creating shared 
value, not just profit per se. 
This will drive the next 
wave of innovation and 
productivity growth in the 
global economy. it will also 
reshape capitalism and its 
relationship to society.

It is essential that the voice and influence  
of communities is heard when developing  
the green economy approach and the new  
post-2015 development framework.
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However, there needs to be a change in mindset for 
business to win and rebuild the confidence of societies 
that they are serious about delivering a fair green economy. 
Furthermore the private sector must adapt to the vast 
threats and disruptive consequences that a constrained 
world will have on their future success and economic 
efficiency. Below are a few potential solutions:

•  Porter and Kramer argue for a ‘Shared Value’ 

approach173 (see box on previous page). They say that 
value is framed too narrowly; the current optimisation of 
financial performance in the short term remains central 
to success while wider and broader influences that 
determine long-term success are ignored. The Shared 
Value approach ‘focuses on identifying and expanding the 
connections between societal and economic progress’. 

•  Expanding the range of roles that business can deliver 
– companies have a crucial role in meeting the needs of 
workers, communities and supporting businesses in their 
supply chains. 

•  Innovation and adaptable business practices: 

 •  proactively turn constraints into opportunities  
through innovation 

 •  embed sustainability in their company culture

 •  ambitiously and actively shape their  
business environment.174

•  Transparency and accountability: too often, as with 
the current Dodd-Frank measures in the US and their 
EU equivalents, leading multinational companies are 
lobbying against greater transparency that would allow 
them, and the governments to which they pay tax, to be 
more effectively held to account by citizens. The quieter 
majority of businesses that would rather see appropriate 
taxes paid and a level playing field for all, unsullied by 
financial secrecy and the potential for corruption, must 
become vocal actors in the movement for genuine 
change. 

•  Challenge for government change – business leaders 
should advocate for mandatory integrated reporting of 
carbon and sustainability indicators; this would lead to a 
comprehensive insight into companies for investors and 
other actors.

•  Fight against short-termism – move away from quarterly 
reporting. Investment and fearless decisions related 
to shareholders and the boards. The High-level Panel 
on Global Sustainability emphasises this, saying: 

‘Governments, markets and people need to look beyond 
short-term transactional agendas and short-term political 
cycles. Incentives that currently favour short-termism in 
decision-making should be changed.’ 

•  Business should start to account for growing risks related 
to stranded assets in a constrained world. Stranded 
assets are risks whose value would dramatically change, 
either positively or negatively, when large externalities 
are taken into account – for example, by attributing 
a reasonable price to carbon or water. It is crucial 
that stranded assets, including carbon and water, are 
attributed a price that reflects and truly represents the 
risk so that investors can make informed decisions on 
future investments.

To underestimate the catastrophic impact of climate change 
on the private sector and future economic stability would be 
unwise. Climate catastrophes have always had an impact 
on the growth, resource allocation and the consumers 
that drive progress for the private sector. Business needs 
to engineer an approach that positively forges strong 
connections between society and economic progress while 
recognising and adapting to the risks of a constrained world.

Communities at the heart of development
Often the threat to natural resources is out of control of 
a local population. Examples of such threats include up-
stream extraction of water; fishing quotas; illegal logging of 
timber; land right agreements; mineral access rights; and 
future predicted climate change impacts. It is important to 
assess how the external threats to natural resources will 
affect livelihood options for communities now and into the 
future. 

Christian Aid’s work on climate adaptation and resilience 
has shown that directly engaging communities in climate 
change resilience will result in much stronger outcomes for 
people, the planet and the local economy. This requires that 
communities have the ability to engage in local and national 
decision-making on climate change and resource planning. 
The wild cocoa example in the box on p42 demonstrates 
the strength of communities delivering a profitable sector 
that supports both forest diversity and a more secure future 
for the community.

Often lack of effective governance over natural assets 
will open them to over-exploitation – this may be a weak 
climate change agreement at a global level or the lack of 
clear land tenure at a national or local level, or conflict areas 
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making governance of resources almost impossible, or a 
lack of transparency over the resources being used and the 
revenues being received by government in return.

As Christian Aid has long argued, research findings 
clearly indicate that effective taxation is the key to greater 
government accountability and political representation. A 
broad-based civil society movement is growing, across 
the developing world and beyond, for greater transparency 
about the way that governments raise (and choose not to 
raise) taxes. Addressing international financial secrecy is 
important to remove obstacles at the national level to the 
virtuous cycle of better taxation and stronger accountability 
to communities; and, in tandem, community priorities for 
development must be reflected in decisions about both 
revenue-raising and expenditure.

Therefore it is essential that the voice and influence 
of communities is heard when developing the 
green economy approach and the new post-2015 
development framework.

forests and food
in bolivia, christian aid 
partner centro de 
investigación y promoción 
del campesinado (center for 
research and promotion of 
farming livelihoods – 
cipca) supports indigenous 
amazonian communities to 
expand their livelihood 
options, become politically 
engaged, invest in the future 
and conserve the 

biodiversity of the rainforest 
that sustains them. 
sustainable wild cocoa 
cultivation is at the centre of 
these efforts. wild cocoa 
trees already exist in the 
southern amazon but, to 
make a decent profit from 
the cocoa beans, 
communities must maintain 
and nurture them. since 
wild cocoa is not a 

monocrop, communities 
grow a variety of other crops 
in and among the trees so 
they have food to eat and  
to sell. 

These efforts have paid off. 
communities earn 
significantly more from the 
diversified and communal 
use of their land. cipca 
helped negotiate a price for 
their cocoa beans that is 

approximately three times 
higher than that which they 
previously received, and 
their aim is for their cocoa  
to be sold widely on the 
national market. 
additionally, by maintaining 
forests in this way there is 
greater likelihood of the 
government recognising the 
indigenous peoples’ right to 
the land.
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Land system change
Land is converted to human use all over the planet. Forests, 
wetlands and other vegetation types are converted primarily 
to agricultural land. This land-use change is one driving force 
behind reduced biodiversity and has impacts on water flows 
as well as carbon and other cycles. Land cover change 
occurs on local and regional scales, but when aggregated 
appears to impact the Earth system on a global scale. A 
major challenge with setting a land use-related boundary 
is to reflect not only the needed quantity of unconverted 
and converted land but also its function, quality and spatial 
distribution.

Nitrogen and phosphorus inputs to the  
biosphere and oceans
Human modification of the nitrogen cycle has been even 
greater than our modification of the carbon cycle. A 
relatively small proportion of the fertilisers applied to food 
production systems is taken up by plants. A significant 
fraction of the applied nitrogen and phosphorus makes its 
way to the sea, and can push marine and aquatic systems 
across thresholds of their own. 

Atmospheric aerosol loading
It has not yet been possible to define the specific threshold 
value at which global-scale effects will occur; but aerosol 
loading is so central to climate and human health that it is 
included among the boundaries. Most aerosol particles act 
to cool the planet by reflecting incoming sunlight back to 
space. Some particles (such as soot) or thin high clouds act 
like greenhouse gases to warm the planet. 

appendix 1: nine 
planeTary boundaries175

Stratospheric ozone layer
The stratospheric ozone layer filters out ultraviolet (UV) 
radiation from the sun. If this layer decreases, increasing 
amounts of UV radiation will reach ground level and can 
cause a higher incidence of skin cancer in humans, as well 
as damage to terrestrial and marine biological systems. 

Biodiversity
In the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment of 2005, it 
was concluded that changes in biodiversity due to human 
activities were more rapid in the past 50 years than at any 
time in human history. 

Chemicals dispersion
Emissions of persistent toxic compounds such as metals, 
various organic compounds and radionuclides, represent 
some of the key human-driven changes to the planetary 
environment. These effects are potentially irreversible. 

Climate change
From the perspective of the Earth as a complex system, this 
is one example of the sharp threshold above which large 
feedback mechanisms could drive the Earth system into a 
much warmer, greenhouse gas-rich state with sea levels 
metres higher than present. 

Ocean acidification
Compared to pre-industrial times, surface ocean acidity has 
increased by 30 per cent. This will seriously change ocean 
ecology and potentially lead to drastic reductions in fish 
stocks. 

Freshwater consumption and the global  
hydrological cycle
The freshwater cycle is both a major prerequisite for staying 
within the climate boundary, and is strongly affected by 
climate change. Human pressure is now the dominating 
driving force determining the function and distribution of 
global freshwater systems. 
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be undertaken in a cooperative manner with the 
international community, based on an understanding 
of the possible impact on the development potential 
of other states. Environmental measures relating to 
trade should avoid unfair protectionism, but overall 
should ensure that trade supports sustainable 
resource use, environmental protection and 
progressive labour standards, promoting a ‘race to 
the top’ rather than the bottom.

 8.   International liability Acknowledging that actions 
within national boundaries can cause environmental 
impacts beyond national jurisdictions, requiring 
cooperation in the development of international law 
that allows for independent judicial remedies in such 
cases.

 9.  Information, participation and accountability All 
citizens should have access to information concerning 
the environment, as well as the opportunity to 
participate in decision-making processes. To ensure 
that environmental issues are handled with the 
participation of all concerned citizens, institutions 
at all levels (national and international) must be 
democratic and accountable, and make use of tools 
that enable civil society to hold them to account. 
In this regard, the access to justice by citizens for 
redress and remedy in environmental matters is a 
cornerstone of enhancing accountability.

 10.  Sustainable consumption and production Introduce 
sustainable production and consumption with 
sustainable and equitable resource use. Reduce 
and eliminate unsustainable patterns of production 
and consumption; that is reduce, reuse and recycle 
the materials used, acknowledge the scarcity of 
the Earth’s resources and implement activities 
accordingly.

 11.  Strategic, coordinated and integrated planning to 
deliver sustainable development, the green economy 
and poverty alleviation An integrated approach must 
be adopted at all levels to expedite the achievement 
of socio-economic and environmental sustainability 
through strategic planning with civil society and 
stakeholders, and across all relevant government 
departments.

 12.  Just transition There will be costs in making the 
transition to a low-carbon, green economy in the 
pursuit of sustainable development. Some states and 
actors are better able to bear those costs than others 
and are more resilient to transitional changes. In the 

appendix 2:
 
principles 

for a Green economy176

A collection of principles from the Stakeholder Forum’s 
analysis: Principles for a Green Economy: A Collection 
of Principles for a Green Economy

 1.  Equitable distribution of wealth Promote the 
equitable distribution of wealth within nations and 
among nations, to reduce disparities between rich 
and poor, and achieve social and economic justice, 
within a sustainable and fair share of the world’s 
resources and leaving sufficient space for wildlife and 
wilderness. 

 2.  Economic equity and fairness Guided by the principle 
of common but differentiated responsibilities, 
create economic partnerships that would transfer 
substantial financial and technological assistance to 
less developed countries, to help minimise the gap 
between the developed and developing world and 
support the environmental sustainability of both.

 3.  Intergenerational equity Environmental resources 
and ecosystems must be carefully managed 
and safeguarded so as to enhance the value of 
environmental assets for future generations, thereby 
equitably meeting their needs and allowing them to 
flourish.

 4.  Precautionary approach Science should be utilised to 
enhance social and environmental outcomes, through 
the identification of environmental risk. Scientific 
uncertainty of environmental impacts shall not lead 
to avoidance of measures to prevent environmental 
degradation. The ’burden of proof’ should lie with 
those claiming that there will not be significant 
environmental impacts.

 5.  The right to development Human development in 
harmony with the environment is fundamental to the 
achievement of sustainable development, so that 
individuals and societies are empowered to achieve 
positive social and environmental outcomes.

 6.  Internalisation of externalities Building true social 
and environmental value should be the central goal 
of policy. To this end, market prices must reflect 
real social and environmental costs and benefits, so 
that that the polluter bears the cost of pollution. Tax 
regimes and regulatory frameworks should be used 
to ‘tilt the playing field’, making ‘good’ things cheap 
and ‘bad’ things very expensive.

 7.  International cooperation The application of 
environmental standards within nation states must 
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process of change, the most vulnerable must be 
supported and protected – developing countries must 
have access to appropriate financial and technical 
assistance; citizens and communities must also have 
access to new skills and jobs.

 13.  Redefine wellbeing GDP is an inadequate tool for 
measuring social wellbeing and environmental 
integrity. Many socially and environmentally 
damaging activities enhance GDP – such as fossil 
fuel exploitation and financial speculation. Human 
wellbeing, quality of life, and environmental health 
should be the guiding objectives of economic 
development.

 14.  Gender equality Gender equality and equity are 
prerequisites to the transition to a green economy 
and the achievement of sustainable development. 
Women have a vital role to play as agents of change 
for environmental management and development – 
their actions must be rewarded accordingly and their 
skills enhanced.

 15.  Safeguard biodiversity and prevent pollution of 
any part of the environment Protect and restore 
biodiversity and natural habitats as integral to 
development and human wellbeing, and develop a 
system of governance that protects the resilience of 
ecosystems to prevent irreversible damage.
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