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FOREWORD

There is growing recognition in the development and conservation communities of the vital relationships between 

sound management of ecosystems and the determinants of poverty and the effectiveness of poverty reduction 

efforts. Although the poor are vulnerable to pollution in urban areas, these relationships are closer still in rural 

settings, where the majority of the poor remain dependent, in some manner, upon the productivity and sustainability 

of grasslands, forests, lakes, rivers, coasts, seas, and agricultural ecosystems.

Both the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 

are acutely aware of the need to better understand these relationships to achieve their objectives. As a multilateral 

development finance institution, focused on helping its member countries reduce poverty and improve their living 

conditions and quality of life, ADB is pleased to support the analysis presented in this publication. IUCN’s mission 

is to influence, encourage, and assist societies throughout the world to conserve the integrity and diversity of nature 

and to ensure that any use of natural resources is equitable and ecologically sustainable, and support for the type of 

analysis represented by this report is an important part of the mandate it has received from its members.

Recognizing their mutual interests in these areas, ADB and IUCN signed a memorandum of understanding 

in 2004 to serve as the basis for stronger collaboration between the two organizations. We are pleased to see this 

publication as tangible evidence of such collaboration, and we hope that its findings will help bring together the 

development and conservation communities to cooperate more closely in dealing with poverty–environment 

challenges facing Asia and the Pacific. 

Julia Marton-Lefèvre      Bindu N. Lohani

Director General      Director General  

International Union for Conservation of Nature   Regional and Sustainable Development

Gland, Switzerland       Department

        Asian Development Bank

        Manila, Philippines
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PREFACE

For many of the many millions of rural Asians who still live in poverty, ecosystems and the natural resources associated 

with them are essential to daily health and well-being. It is also the poor—especially women and children—who 

have the most at stake when ecosystems degrade. They suffer disproportionately from the health risks caused by 

inadequate or dirty water and polluted air and bear the burden of collecting the resources used daily, such as water 

and fuelwood. This special vulnerability extends to risks from natural disasters—they are the most exposed to initial 

impacts and the least able to rebuild their lives in the aftermath of such events.   

Some 640 million Asians live in severe poverty on less than $1 a day—the majority in South Asia. And over 40% 

of Asia’s population—or more than 1.5 billion people—still live on less than $2 a day. There is no question that 

Asia’s rapid economic growth has helped alleviate poverty in many parts of the region, and this economic expansion 

is expected to continue. Given population growth, and even under optimistic economic growth rates for the next 

decade, there will still be between 150 million and 300 million Asians living on $1 per day by 2015 and a staggering 

1.2–1.5 billion people getting by on $2 a day.  

The majority of Asia’s poor live in rural areas where ecosystems such as water bodies, grasslands, soils, and 

forests are facing strains from the combined impacts of unsustainable exploitation or outright conversion to other 

uses. Despite the changing lifestyles in Asia’s expanding cities, life in rural Asia remains largely resource dependent. 

Most households rely on the fruits of their labor in agriculture—both on their own or others’ land—as well as on the 

collection of products for sale or personal use from natural systems. The poorest agriculturalists often eke out an 

existence utilizing the most marginal, smallest plots of land with infertile soils and little or no access to irrigation. 

At various times of the year they—and others—may also depend on products harvested from forests, lakes, rivers, or 

seas for their livelihoods. 

The case studies presented in this publication highlight the challenges faced by these poor and, often, 

resource-dependent households across Asia. They include analyses of pressures facing agricultural systems in the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC), India, and Pakistan. They also cover examples of links between freshwater 

or marine aquatic ecosystems and those in Bangladesh, PRC, India, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, and Sri 

Lanka, who depend upon them. Grassland ecosystems provide pastures for livestock, and a case from Mongolia 

examines these relationships, while cases from Nepal and the PRC document how the poor rely on forests for 

fodder, medicines, fuelwood, and other products. One case study looks at the complex linkages between gender, 

poverty, and environment, while other cases from the highlands of Viet Nam, tribal groups in Orissa, India, and in 

Yunnan Province of the PRC illustrate how ethnic minorities are among the most poor and marginalized, but also 

often the most natural-resource dependent.

The viability of ecosystems upon which the poor depend can also influence the health of rural populations, and 

this report offers new insights into the relationships between healthy ecosystems and healthy people. Some of the 

cases provide positive examples of how traditional cultivars, as well as wild aquatic species, comprise vital protein 

sources and support the food security of rural communities in South and Southeast Asia. A case study on mining in 

Mongolia shows how indiscriminate exploitation of nonrenewable resources can damage the health of the poor by 

polluting water sources and destroying traditional pastures. Another regional case suggests that contacts between 

humans and animals can lead to the spread of diseases, such as severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) and avian 

flu—threatening the health of the poor and the rich alike. And a case study also is presented that shows how complex 

human–ecosystem interactions led to the spread of the Nipah virus in Malaysia, which decimated pig production in 

the country and led to widespread human illnesses and many deaths. 
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While the cases document the links between poor rural populations and natural systems, they also delve 

into the social processes that underpin poverty and often perpetuate the unsustainable management of natural 

systems—by both the poor and the nonpoor, and by both local and external groups. These issues are part of broader 

governance challenges that are pervasive across rural Asia, tied especially to the inequitable distribution of resource 

rights and management regimes that often favor vested interests at the expense of the poor. The case studies 

present a range of efforts to overcome such social and political rigidities, often supported by alliances between 

civil society and development agencies and resource-based nongovernment organizations that can facilitate wider 

legal redress. They also show how government agencies can learn to decentralize greater natural resource decision 

making to poor people and their political representatives as part of poverty reduction and resources management 

interventions.

This publication is meant to shed further light on these important and varied relationships, and ADB and IUCN 

are pleased to have commissioned these case studies in an effort to promote debate about and greater understanding 

of Asian resource management systems and why they matter for poverty reduction. We trust that the documentation 

and analysis of this Asian experience will lead to improvements in both poverty alleviation efforts and ecosystem 

conservation.

Aban Kabraji        Nessim J. Ahmad

Regional Director      Director

Asia Region       Environment and Social Safeguard Division

International Union for Conservation of Nature   Asian Development Bank
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