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I. Introduction: 

    

Environmental hazards in LDCs (less developed countries) derive from two very 

different kinds of sources. The first source  is very similar to that in the North 

in that it is exacerbated by economic growth. The other source of environmental 

degradation, however, is peculiarly 'third worldly', as it is associated with lack 

of economic growth, poverty, escalating population growth and 

underdevelopment (WDR, 1992:7). While there is obviously some degree of 

overlap between these two sources of environmental degradation --such as 

deforestation and loss of biodiversity -- it is nevertheless useful to make the 

heuristic distinction, as the policy prescriptions for the two are likely to be 

different.  

 

II. Developmental Environmental Hazards: 

 

The developed world, including the former USSR and E.Europe, currently 

account for practically all the CFC emissions and 75 % of global CO2 emissions 

(Buttel, et al.1990), with 7 countries alone (11 % of the world's population) 

accounting for 40 %. This is largely because the average person in industrial 

countries presently uses some 80 times more energy as someone in sub-

saharan Africa (WCED, 1987). It is now certain that (a) the distribution of world 
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population will shift heavily towards poorer countries over the next 40 years, 

and (b) incomes, and therefore consumption levels, of today's poor will increase 

absolutely, though not necessarily relatively to rich countries, over the next 40 

years. The interaction of these two factors can be used to illustrate how waste 

generation will shift to poor countries, greatly increasing their share in global 

environmental degradation (WCED, 1987; Shaw, 1989).  

 

The industries most heavily reliant on environmental resources and the most 

heavily polluting are growing most rapidly in the developing world, where there 

is both more urgency for growth and less capacity to minimise damaging side 

effects (WCED, 1987). In rural areas, too, use of pesticides, fertilisers, 

exhaustion of sub-surface aquifers and elimination of genetic diversity in 'green 

revolution' areas are major sources of environmental degradation. Thus, there 

has been extensive waterlogging and salinity through overuse of cheap 

irrigation in North India, for instance (Chambers, 1987).  

 

Thus, the World Resource Institute has identified three LDCs, viz. Brazil, China 

and India, among the six largest contributors to the atmosphere's warming 

potential, the other three being U.S.A, the countries of the erstwhile USSR and 

Japan.  

 

(Redclift, June-1992) Great concern is being expressed over future power 

generation from the huge coal resources of China, which could become a source 

of CO2 fully comparable with tropical deforestation and well above the U.S level 

by the beginning of the coming century. Finding means of developing China, as 

indeed much of the developing world, without massive use of coal, is currently 

inconceivable (Brookfield, 1992). As the Brundtland Commission observed, a 

safe sustainable energy pathway is crucial to sustainable development ... but 

we have not yet found it (WCED, 1987). While we are a long way off from 
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commercial exploitation of solar energy, Nuclear energy, a much touted 

alternative, has environmental hazards of its own (Buttel et al., 1990; Jasanoff, 

1993), as does large-scale exploitation of hydel energy (Smith et al., 1991; 

Morvaridi, 1992).  

 

Many in the developing world see the emphasis being placed on their actual, 

but mainly potential, contribution to global warming as an attempt to check 

their development, or at best make them subtly dependent on cleaner but 

costlier technologies. (Buttel et al., 1990; Brookfield, 1992; Brown et al., 1993), 

which can only come from TNCs. According to an extreme viewpoint, this is 

nothing short of "environmental colonialism", as the North has, in the course of 

its economic development, appropriated a major portion of the 'global 

commons', and would now like LDCs to restrain their growth rates for the sake 

of sustainable growth (Redclift, March-1992; Jasanoff, 1993). 

 

Carbon dioxide, the major greenhouse gas, has natural sinks, particularly 

tropical forests. Deforestation is, therefore, closely linked to global warming and 

environmental change. Deforestation, moreover, also releases CO2 into the 

atmosphere from the burning of vegetation, and about 20 % of global CO2 

emissions is on account of deforestation (Smith et al., 1991). Practically all 

deforestation occuring today is in the developing world. The North, however, 

was also guilty of largescale deforestation at comparable stages of development, 

and this is seen by the South as yet another example of unilateral 

appropriation of the global commons. Moreover, TNCs based in the North are 

actively involved in deforestation, particularly in the Central American rain 

forests. Thus over 25 % of Central America's rain forest has been turned to 

grass, and almost all the beef produced on it has gone to American Hamburger 

chains. In Africa and Asia, TNCs have similarly been heavily involved in timber 

production (Redclift, 1987). Despite deforestation, therefore, the South absorbs 
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a larger proportion of gases emitted, especially since CFCs, produced almost 

exclusively in the North, do not possess any sinks (Redclift, 1992).  

 

Unfortunately, tropical rain forests are situated almost entirely in developing 

countries which are heavily indebted externally, viz. Brazil and Indonesia. 

Atleast a part of the high rates of deforestation in these, as well as several other 

less developed, countries derives from the need to over-exploit their natural 

resources to service their huge external debt in the face of increasingly adverse 

terms of trade (WCED, 1987; Redclift, 1987; Todaro, 1994). Structural 

adjustment programmes, inspired by multilateral agencies like the World Bank 

and IMF, are also partly responsible for giving primacy to export maximisation, 

a substantial portion of which comes from natural resources -- about 90 % in 

the case of ecologically fragile countries like the Sudan and Botswana (Pearce, 

1990).  

 

The economic implications of abating this environmental hazard are self-

explanatory: this debt burden needs to be alleviated (through outright relief, 

debt-nature swaps as in Bolivia and Costa Rica so as to reduce a compelling 

BOP source of natural resource depletion (Redclift 1987). The cost of debt relief 

is much less than its face value, since much of this debt is trading at a 

discount in international markets.It is estimated that to relieve half the burden 

of the most heavily indebted countries (about US $ 200 Billion) would cost only 

US $ 25 Billion (Brown et al., 1993). 

 

III. Underdevelopmental Environmental Hazards: 

 

Deforestation in LDCs is not, however, due to development alone, as is also a 

symptom of lack of development. Rapid population increase and poverty, 

peculiarly third world problems, pushes poor people to encroach on forests, 
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sometimes actively encouraged by government through resettlement, such as 

official support for ranching in the Amazon rain forests (Repetto, 1985; 

Downing et al., 1990; Pearce, 1990; Todaro, 1994). In particular, lack of access 

to commercial fuels such as coal and oil, lead to greater reliance on non-

commercial fuels, notably firewood, which is a major source of deforestation in 

LDCs. Timber accounts for 89 % of all fuel in Africa, 70 % in South America 

and 74 % in Asia (Todaro, 1994).   

 

Policies designed to abate the non-commercial sources of deforestation are 

likely to have a powerful redistributive effect, as the cost of energy for the poor, 

who find it difficult to eke out a living, would increase sharply (Buttel et al., 

1990; WDR, 1992). The rather pessimistic corollary is that the State would have 

to subsidise the transition to alternative fuels: the likely impact on already 

strained public finances and BOP deficits (as much of the fuel would have to be 

imported) is boggling. Fossil fuels, moreover, are hardly non-polluting.  

 

Several other third world environmental hazards are directly linked to the 

poverty-population nexus, and are more immediately life threatening than 

global changes (WDR, 1992). Indeed, poverty and population growth are closely 

related, feed on each other and pressure the environment (WCED, 1987). 

Continuing poverty acting in tandem with one of the highest population growth 

rates in the world to pressure a highly fragile eco-system atleast partly explains 

the current cycles of drought and famine in sub-saharan Africa. (Chambers, 

1987; Todaro, 1994). Much of the environmental problems in these areas, such 

as the Sudan and Botswana, derive from the extension of agriculture to 

unsuitable zones, shortening of fallows, over- exploitation of the biomass for 

fuel, exports and grazing, pressure on aquifers in excess of the natural charging 

capacity, alteration of human and animal migration patterns adapted to a 

fragile environment (Redclift, 1985; Pearce, 1990:chaps 6 & 7)  
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The crisis in Sub-Saharan Africa is a rather extreme version of a pattern 

familiar in vast parts of the developing world. With or without development, 

rapid population growth may make it more difficult to address many 

environmental problems and natural resources would be under unprecedented 

pressure: Today only a very few countries have population densities exceeding 

400/sq km; By the middle  of the next century, 33 % of the world's population 

would live in such densely populated areas. Over 90 % of the increase in world 

population over this period will occur in developing countries, and in urban 

areas (WDR, 1992). 

  

Experience gained over the last few decades indicates that while access to 

family planning services needs to be increased, the only lasting solution to 

population growth lies in improving human skills, increasing productivity and 

employment opportunities, and so raising incomes and eliminating 

poverty.Improving female education, especially of girls, may be the most 

important long term policy, as education is a powerful cause of reduced fertility 

(Repetto, 1985; WCED, 1987; Chambers, 1987). The costs of this are 

staggering, as the World Bank has estimated that the cost of making family 

planning services accessible to everybody alone would entail costs of a few 

billion US$ (WDR, 1992).  

 

Yet, it would be too simplistic to describe the environmental crisis in Sub-

Saharan Africa, and in LDCs in general, as Malthusian, or population induced. 

As Amartya Sen has argued, it is not so much the availability of resources or 

food, even in years of scarcity,  that is the problem but that of access: the 

'exchange entitlement', which tends to become increasingly adverse for the poor 

in times of scarcity. The poor receive a smaller share of natural resources 

because of inequitable land distribution and exchange entitlements, and 



 - 7 - 

therefore tend to make excessive demand of the limited share they receive 

(Redclift, 1985).  

 

In rural areas, therefore, improving access to land and land security through 

land reform, and ensuring what Chambers has called 'sustainable livelihoods' 

(Chambers, 1987) is more likely to induce the poor to manage heir environment 

in sustainable ways. The implications of this, however, are as political as they 

are economic, although land reform would need to be combined with access to 

improved credit and communication so as to result in better management of 

rural eco-systems. These programmes, again, can be made self-sustaining; 

indeed, they are more likely to succeed this way than where they are provided 

free of cost (Repetto, 1985). 

 

Outside rural areas, LDCs are also in the throes of an urban environmental 

crisis, which threatens to overshadow the rural one, as much of the population 

growth is expected to be here:sprawling urban slums, with their poor sanitation 

and waste disposal systems, because of the inability of bankrupt governments 

to spend on basic infrastructure outside select urban areas (WCED, 1987; 

Shaw, 1989).   

 

The environmental problems associated with uncontrolled urbanisation can be 

abated if LDC governments remove the current big city bias in infrastructure 

investment. This would no doubt imply additional economic costs, but this can 

be partly offset by shifting some of the burden of infrastructure expenditure in 

cities on upper to middle income end users. Services to even low- income 

groups need not be free of charge, as these could be at a minimal level and 

realise economies of scale (Repetto, 1985). 
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IV. CONCLUSIONS: Economic Policy Implications: 

 

The economic implications of LDCs adopting environmentally friendly policies 

are comprehensive, as this ultimately means attacking the root of the problem: 

poverty and inequity, and heavy investment in physical and social 

infrastructure. As the Brundtland Commission observed, widespread poverty is 

not only an evil in itself, but a world in which poverty is endemic will always be 

prone to ecological and other catastrophes (Chambers, 1987; WCED,1987; 

Earth Summit, 1992). Recognising this, the World Bank has recently identified 

the eradication of poverty as the benchmark against which its performance 

would be judged (Environmental Bulletin, 1993).   

 

Eradication of poverty, and with that stabilisation of population growth rates, 

would not abate all environmental hazards in LDCs, since  development and 

economic growth --preconditions for poverty alleviation-- generate 

environmental hazards of their own. Indeed, in a sense, poverty limits total 

consumption and motivates far more judicious use and careful conservation 

(Chambers, 1987; Shaw, 1989). It is development, and the associated affluence, 

which spawns wasteful and unsustainable lifestyles. While this problem could 

partly be addressed, as the World Bank recommends, by phasing out subsidies 

on water, fertilisers, credit and particularly energy, and providing economic and 

tax incentives for environmentally friendly technologies which would encourage 

efficient use of scarce resources (WDR, 1992; Jasanoff, 1993), the redistributive 

impact of such phasing out needs to be carefully considered. There are also 

fears that taxes on environmental degradation in the South, especially 

restrictions on fossil fuel usage, would affect their growth, and especially their 

export growth (Buttel et al., 1990; Redclift March-1992). Clearly, costly, 

environmentally friendly technologies would also have to be transferred to LDCs 

to minimise these developmental hazards. In the Power sector, for instance, 
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which  accounts for 30 % of all fossil fuel consumption and 50 % of all coal 

consumption worldwide, investments required for clean technologies are in the 

region of 5-10% of the capital costs (WDR, 1992:17).                                             

 

It is recognised that LDCs just do not have the resources to make a transition 

to sustainable development as agreed upon internationally in Agenda 21, which 

cannot be implemented without transfer of resources and technology to LDCs. 

This means that North-South ODA flows would need to be practically double 

the current level (Earth Summit, 1992). The experience of North-South 

transfers has not, however, been a very happy one, as the North has still to 

reach the promised 0.7 % of GDP. LDC governments would, therefore, need to 

mobilise most of the additional costs of sustainable development themselves, 

and this presents them with a formidible challenge as they scarcely have the 

resources for development, as it is conventionally defined. Even then, global 

environmental hazards cannot become manageable unless  those who are more 

affluent adopt life-styles within the planets's ecological means (WCED, 1987). 
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