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Our big question

Why should ES be governed for poverty alleviation?

A bit of audience participation…

How would you answer this question in the context in 
which you are working? 

Please discuss with your neighbour for 1 minute 



Background and Rationale
Emphasis in existing ESPA research towards empirical 
efforts to disentangle ES/human WB
No work has really dealt with a rationale for why ES 
should be governed for the poor 
Blue Skies (2014) call asked for fresh perspectives
> an exciting chance to bring philosophy and justice 
considerations to ESPA
> a chance to engage with some very topical debates 
about the ‘new conservation’
> Underlying our efforts is the idea that identifying a 
reasoned case for pro-poor ES governance will be of 
use to advocates of that case



To investigate this, we are asking:

How is support or opposition to using ES for 
poverty alleviation justified?
• In the empirical ES/nat resources literature?;
> to see what ideas scholars apply 
• In political philosophical theory?;
> to see what case could be made from normative 
theory
• and; amongst conservation practitioners?
> to see how the debates are articulated in practice 
in a particular sector



Why the conservation sector?





Conservation and poverty
(parts of) The conservation community appear to be becoming 
more sensitive to justice concerns.
Recent high level initiatives in conservation formulate 
standards:
1. Conservation Initiative on Human Rights
2. Aichi targets (2010): equitably managed protected areas
3. Green list of PAs: IUCN standard for effectively/equitably 

managed PAs
Example: A Birdlife International document notes the need for a 
framework that brings human rights “alongside those of future 
generations, wider society, and other species”
Some hints towards pro-poor agenda, but how is this manifest, 
and what are the debates about it within organisations?



Project structure
A study of practitioner 
perspectives:
Investigating commitments to 
ethics, poverty, and the 
governance of ES in big 
international conservation NGOs 
and in 4 illustrative country case 
studies. Document 
analysis/Interviews/Q methodology

A desk study:
A) Lit. review to understand 
norms in the empirical 
literature. B) Review of political 
philosophy literature. 
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Project structure
A desk study:
A) Lit. review to understand 
norms in the empirical 
literature. B) Review of political 
philosophy literature. 



Review of the empirical literature
Identified anglophone literature 
systematically, using the following terms:

This literature is empirically-oriented,
focusing on specific contexts 
and examples 

Initial identification of 505 papers, reduced down to 44.

Generalised support exists for governing ES for the poor, but very little explicit normative reasoning 
about why, or what this means.
Observations of the differential allocation of conservation costs/benefits across scales, notably between 
the local poor, and wealthier stakeholders at the national/global level.
Observations about local social stratification: those disadvantaged by conservation interventions.
• Few suggestions on how to resolve these disparities. 
• Where specific notions of justice are presented as benchmarks, it is rarely spelled out what makes 

them desirable or what specific implications they would have. 
(Lehmann et al, in prep)



Pro-poor rationales implicit in this 
literature 
Sufficientarianism: justice requires a decent livelihood for 
everybody

e.g. Biodiversity and ES as important basis for decent human 
livelihoods. Ability to substitute may be constrained.
e.g. emphasis on reliance of very poor on bushmeat

Egalitarianism: justice requires that costs/benefits are shared 
equitably

e.g.: costs/benefits of protected area in a locality be 
shared equally
gender equality in conservation agriculture… 

We now use some political philosophy literature to think 
through what it can contribute… 



From the philosophical literature:
Sufficientarianism
As a result of being human, every individual has a right to 
a minimum livelihood/attainment of a basic threshold of 
capabilities. 
In the words of Henry Shue, the threshold epitomises the 
idea of a ‘morality of depth… the line beneath which no 
one is to be allowed to sink’ (Shue 1980, 18).
If we respect the lives of all human beings as inherently 
valuable, certain claims to a dignified life are urgent and 
unavoidable (Reader and Brock 2004)
Sufficientarian rationale emerges: ES should be governed 
in a pro-poor way to enable a decent standard of living   

(Lehmann et al, in prep)



From the philosophical literature: 
Egalitarianism
If all individuals have equal moral worth, they 
also deserve (roughly) equal material conditions.
Can distinguish between ideals of outcome 
equality and equality of opportunity.
Egalitarian rationale emerges: ES should be 
governed in a pro-poor way to equalise 
conditions.

(Lehmann et al, in prep)



What more can the philosophical 
literature contribute? 

Alternative approaches to achieving just ES governance through 
procedural means > deliberation
Deliberative approaches to decision-making highly thought of 
because they institutionalise the search for consensus > this 
process can account for everybody’s fundamental interest.
Further ideas were not well reflected in the reviewed empirical
literature, but cases could be made on the basis of the following 
principles:
• Utilitarian 
• Desert-based (some relevance to PES?)
• Prioritarian

(Lehmann et al, in prep)
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Approx. 15 large conservation NGOs with a presence in the 
tropics
+ approx. 20 nat. organisations from 4 country case studies
Background on organisation
Ethical principles organisation pursues
What importance (if any) poverty alleviation takes as an 
objective 
(if relevant) Experience of targeted pro-poor initiatives
Interaction with debates about ‘new conservation’ or 
initiatives such as Human Rights (CIHR)
What importance ES ideas/approaches have in this area

A round of interviews



Perspectives on 4 key trade-offs in 
conservation

1. The needs or rights of people nearby a 
conservation intervention versus distant people 
(globally).

2. The wellbeing of (poor) human beings versus the 
wellbeing of non-humans/ecosystems.

3. The welfare of the poor versus the aggregate 
welfare of the (global) majority.

4. The needs of current people versus the needs of 
future people.



(very!) Preliminary results…
Being more people-oriented or pro-poor is presented by many 
respondents as part of a historical trajectory
Presented by some as a strategic tool to garner support for 
conservation. In strategic arguments, ES concepts are valuable. 
Some evidence of high-level commitment to pro-poor agenda, 
e.g. “where poverty levels are high and people are heavily 
dependent on natural resources… WWF will… [embrace] a pro-
poor approach to conservation...” (WWF, 2009)
For some respondents, very definitely an instrumental rationale 
for poverty concerns in conservation.
Many respondents highlight the responsibility of conservation 
organisations to defend an ecocentric agenda. Might be part of 
argument that poverty not a legitimate concern for conservation.
Range of ecocentric subjects – charismatics, endangered, 
forgotten endangered – nuanced arguments for each particularly 
in terms of association with an anthropocentric agenda.



Many respondents highlight ecocentric and anthropocentric 
ethics in conjunction. Some question the nature/human 
duality more fundamentally.  
May be an implicit sufficientarian rationale when people 
highlight the (sometimes) exclusive dependence of poorer 
groups on BD and ES.
When respondents describe pro-poor approaches, they often 
frame these in terms of rights, and concerns beyond purely 
distribution (procedural/recognition).  
Some highlight that the realisation of rights can promote 
conservation.
Also an agenda to normalise the idea that people should have 
rights for positive benefits, not just avoiding harms.
Many highlight wealth/overconsumption as drivers of 
conservation threats; only some organisations appear to 
consider challenging this is within their remit.  

(very!) Preliminary results…



We are also doing a Q methodology 
study…
This will help us characterise and compare 
essentially similar ways of viewing the issues…
Complementary to the rich qualitative data



32 statements… covering range of 
perspectives, for instance:

Conservation activities must, at the very least, not further disadvantage poor 
people

Conservation should prioritise the ability of the poor to meet their basic livelihood 
needs 

It is acceptable for the poor to shoulder the costs of conserving a global public 
good

It is the role of conservation organisations to champion the needs and rights of 
future generations of humans

Poverty is the main threat to biodiversity in the tropics

The ultimate goal of conserving nature is not to support human wellbeing

Benefits to people from conservation should be determined by markets 

Conservation should tackle the root cause of environmental degradation, which is 
consumption by the global wealthy

If the poor have stewarded biodiversity, they deserve to benefit from the resulting 
ecosystem services



Overall preliminary findings

Empirical literature Philosophical literature Conservation practitioners

Generalised support; few 
explicit answers to 
question of why.

Various cases to be made, 
(perhaps most 
prominently):

Sufficientarian
Egalitarian
Utilitarian

Support not unanimous 
(some historical trajectory 
and high level 
commitments)

Those who show support 
demonstrate instrumental 
and normative rationales

Why should ES be governed for poverty alleviation?

More explicit attention to the different principles at stake here should allow us to debate 
with more clarity and work out some agreed minimum normative principles? 

Lots of analysis to do!

Awaiting results from country case studies to see how these debates are manifest in 
diverse places
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Thank you to Thomas Sikor for inspiring a lot of 
this work.
Thank you to all collaborators/respondents.
Thank you all for listening!
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