
Ecosystem services can reduce poverty.  But, it’s not easy! 
Over the last two months I have been able to meet ESPA researchers, some of their local partners 
and a range of policy makers with an interest in ESPA.  During that period I have travelled to 
Bangladesh and Zambia to meet ESPA projects, we had the very successful ESPA Annual 
Science Conference, and then I attended meetings of the World Bank’s Wealth Accounting and 
Valuation of Ecosystem Services partnership and UNEP’s VANTAGE programme (Valuation and 
Accounting of Natural Capital for Green Economy). 

As the ESPA programme reaches the mid-point of its research, one of the most common questions 
I am asked, is “can ecosystem services reduce poverty”?  Over the last year, I have become much 
more confident in answering yes.  There is a growing evidence base emerging from ESPA 
research which demonstrates that poor people can and are benefitting from ecosystem services.  
There is also growing evidence from ESPA projects which illustrate the challenges for the poor in 
obtaining their fair share of sustainable benefits that can be derived from ecosystem services. 

Another question that I am frequently asked is what common lessons are starting to emerge from 
ESPA research, something that was brought home to me recently when I visited Zambia with 
representatives of two of ESPA’s funders, the Natural Environment Research Council and 
Department for International Development.  We spent a week in Zambia and were privileged to 
meet researchers and local communities linked to two ESPA projects, BKS - Bridging knowledge 
systems for pro-poor management of ecosystem services (BKS) and Dynamic drivers of disease in 
Africa: ecosystems, livestock/wildlife, health and well-being (DDDAC).  Our discussions with 
people linked to these projects, combined with some of the papers from the ESPA Annual Science 
Conference including the keynote paper presented by Professor Katherine Homewood based on 
her ESPA research in East Africa helped me to reflect on some of the lessons emerging from 
ESPA.  I’d like to share some of these below: 

Ecosystem services can reduce poverty 
All three of the projects I have mentioned above provide examples of how ecosystem services can 
improve human well-being.  In Kenya, Payments for Wildlife Services are creating income for 
communities, but not all communities are benefitting and the poorest members of communities are 
less likely to benefit than those who are better off.  In Zambia, the community supported by the 
BKS project have developed a community enterprise to make soap from Jatropha oil which has 
health benefits for the community as well as generating limited additional income.  Also in Zambia, 
early results from the component of the DDDAC project have presented early evidence of how 
biodiversity may help to reduce the incidence of the human form of Trypanosomiasis or sleeping 
sickness.   

The poor may be less likely to derive additional benefits from 
ecosystem services than the well-off 
It is readily accepted that poor people in developing countries are highly dependent on ecosystems 
for essential requirements for a healthy life, food, water, shelter and energy.  ESPA’s research 
goes beyond this and asks if ecosystem services can provide additional opportunities to lift people 
out of poverty.  ESPA’s research is illustrating that this may be more difficult for the poor than the 
well-off members of communities.  This was clearly illustrated from the work on payments for 
wildlife services in Kenya, where most of the financial benefits are captured by relatively better-off 
members of communities.  These people are more likely to have access to land, livestock, 
education and, critically, financial capital.   

Land-use change is affecting how poor people benefit from ecosystem 
services 
This is one of the main themes that is emerging from the DDDAC work in Zambia.  As more people 
move into the Eastern Province, there has been a rapid extensification of agriculture, especially 
cotton, which requires significant inputs of pesticides that is starting to affect the ecology of local 
ecosystems.  I am not making any value judgements of whether change is good or bad, but note 
that the evidence emerging from the project is illustrating how this is impacting on disease ecology 
and infection rates of trypanosomiasis both for livestock and human populations.  The data 
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collected by this project will be used to predict how this process of change is likely to affect people 
and the ecosystems that support them over the coming decades.  One local farmer that I met 
during the visit was able to describe his own experience of the risks that can be associated with 
rapid change.  He described how two years ago he had decided to put most of his land under 
cotton, only to see the market prices fall.  The following year, he planted largely maize, and while 
being food secure, his income was reduced.  As he ploughed his field for the coming growing 
season he described how he had decided to have a more diverse approach this year with a mix of 
cotton, maize and vegetables.  He had come to the conclusion that land-use diversity was the best 
option for him to manage risk. 

 

 Land being prepared for planting near Katete in Eastern Zambia.  The ground in the 
foreground had been prepared for maize.  The trees behind the cattle provide shelter for 
growing vegetables. 

 

How can poor people overcome the barriers and improve their lives 
through the sustainable utilisation of ecosystem services? 
This becomes one of the most important questions for ESPA as the programme moves forward 
over the next three years.  When I visited the Kasike community cooperative in the Sikwenda 
village in the Eastern Province of Zambia I was able to spend time listening to their thoughts on the 
challenges in benefitting from ecosystem services.  I was able to see the community group 
producing soap. This involved the hard manual labour of extracting oil from seeds using a manual 
press, before soap was made using a cold process mixing oil with water and caustic soda.  This 
took several hours and then the soap needed to set in a mould for several days   I was able to 
purchase a bar of soap that the community had made previously and can attest to how good their 
product is! 

 



 

Manual oil press extracting oil for Jatropha seeds in Zambia 

 

Preparing the mixture of oil, water and caustic soda to make soap. 

 

My visit to Zambia, helped me to start to recognise some general things that help poor people to 
benefit from ecosystem services: 
 

Access to land, financial capital and livestock. 
This is a crucial requirement.  Both communities required land either for agriculture to grow crops, 
or to plant the Jatropha trees to produce seeds for oil.  Financial capital was required to help with 
investments, such as the Yenga press used for soap making, or to purchase seed for crops. 
Livestock were essential in terms of land management, helping to prepare the land, as well as 
providing a financial buffer during hard times. 

Education matters! 
As I watched the soap making process I was struck by the range of skills that community members 
were using.  There was mental arithmetic, reading and book-keeping.  They also described their 
interest in experimentation to develop new products and to link this to building a business for the 
cooperative.  All of these skills are linked to education. 

Social capital can make a real difference. 
This was most visible from the BKS project, were the establishment of a community organisation, 
essentially a social enterprise had helped to establish the soap-making cooperative.  This group 



were keen to develop their business, and also to share their experience by training other 
communities.  This social capital was essential for the progress made to date by the community. 

Poor people need support to gain more benefits from ecosystem 
services 
Both of the projects in Zambia illustrated aspects of how important the enabling environment can 
be to poor people and the environment.  They need support from effective policies, institutions, 
markets and incentives that are designed to be accessible to the poor, and that meet their needs.   

The rapid land-use change described by the DDDAC project and the resulting impact on 
ecosystems and people were largely the result of markets for the major crops of cotton and maize 
and a range of incentives to promote production.  There was evidence that while these incentives 
had been effective in enhancing production, there were significant associated negative impacts 
both on people and their environment.   

The work supported by the BKS project had identified a potential business opportunity for local 
communities making soap from Jatropha seeds.  The challenge facing the community was their 
need to develop their business, understanding and building products and markets as well as the 
supply and distribution chains essential to make their new business successful and sustainable.  
They needed help to do this, which will need to come from institutions with a remit to help grow 
small rural enterprises, something that goes beyond the remit of a research project. 

What do ESPA projects need to do? 
I started this blog with the statement that ecosystem services can reduce poverty, but then added 
the challenge that it’s not easy.  My thoughts that emerged from my recent visits to two ESPA 
projects in Zambia help to illustrate some key lessons that are starting to emerge from ESPA 
projects around the world.  I want to finish with my thoughts on how ESPA research now needs to 
address the challenge of making it easier for poor people to improve their lives through the 
sustainable use of ecosystem services.  

I can see three key tasks for ESPA research: 

1. Documenting how ecosystem services enhance well-being and reduce poverty. 
ESPA projects need to continue providing their world-class evidence of examples when ecosystem 
services reduce poverty as well as when they do not.  This work needs also to document how 
these links are affected by drivers of change, such as land-use, climate and demographic change. 

2. Understanding when and how poor people benefit from ecosystem services. 
As I described above, we know that in many cases poor people are disadvantaged in their ability to 
benefit from ecosystem services.  They may lack access to land, finance and knowledge, which 
are essential to make full use of the services provided by ecosystems around them.  ESPA 
research needs to identify what makes the difference that means that ecosystem services 
contribute to sustainable poverty alleviation. 

3. Understanding the policies, institutions, markets and incentives that help poor people to 
gain sustainable benefits from ecosystem services. 

This will be crucial in order for ESPA’s research to make a real difference to the lives of the poor 
around the world.  A number of ESPA projects are now looking at this theme and I expect some 
really useful results to emerge over the next few years. 

 

ESPA has now funded 90 projects working in 50 countries.  With the collective efforts of over 600 
researchers I am very confident that over the next few years, ESPA’s research will help many more 
poor people in developing countries to make better use of ecosystem services to improve their 
lives and alleviate poverty. 


