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The Agrawal and Redford paper, “Poverty alleviation and biodiversity conservation: politics, conceptual 
complexity, and contextual variety”, explores the problem of how empirical research has defined ‘poverty’ and 
‘biodiversity’ in examining cases where interventions were aimed at jointly reducing poverty as well as 
conserving biological diversity.  The findings are troubling—many of the 47 studies assessed are: (1) founded on 
wooly operationalizations of ‘poverty’ and ‘biodiversity’; (2) examine specific cases (rather than comparative); 
and, (3) are ‘one-shot’, cross-sectional studies.  They argue that the approaches taken in these studies and the 
basic heterogeneity in contextual conditions limit the generalizability of research findings, our understanding of 
the important tradeoffs, and prospects for effective policy formation and action. 

I enjoyed very much reading this paper; it is insightful, provocative and a good read.  I must confess 
though that I experienced a strong sense of ‘a sinking feeling’ as the text unfolded, particularly when the 
conceptual complexity and richness of our notions of poverty and biodiversity was brought along side the 
circumscribed cases studies.  The contrast is striking and disturbing, revealing an impoverished empirical realm 
and ultimately the fragility of the policy instruments meant to reduce poverty while preserving biodiversity.  
Overall, I believe their thesis is correct—we can not be confident that research as currently designed and 
conducted will move us closer to the deeper level of understanding so vitally needed for policy.  The most 
important contribution of the paper, to my eye, is the implication that we need to look forward to a revised 
research agenda, one built upon solid conceptual foundations, one that is consistently executed and one that is 
framed by policy needs. 

In my brief remarks I wish to offer some suggestions as to what that research agenda might include, for 
further discussion here today.  My suggestions fall into four categories. 

Useful measures of biodiversity? 

Biodiversity—like poverty—can be measured in many ways; the problem is more of which measures are 
most useful to those scientists and policy-makers concerned.  Critical species? Critical landscapes?  Diversity per 
se?  And at what level?  Economically useful diversity for the rural poor, or the 400 species of fungi that reside in 
the leaf of the cocoa tree?  The measure(s) chosen profoundly affect the research design—the target is clearly 
distinct and important; and biodiversity research that is targeted for policy-makers must be socially relevant.  
‘Biodiversity’, strictly defined as species richness, is broad from a biological perspective but narrow for poverty 
alleviation—that is, species richness matters for economic potential, insurance for poor households and for 
tourism-value but ‘biodiversity’—strategically deployed as it is—is often used much more broadly in studies as a 
synonymn for ‘environment’ or ‘natural resources’.  Do we really wish to restrict our focus to species richness? I 
think not, yet the risk remains—hanging one’s hat on ‘biodiversity’ can become highly problematic if the 
research agenda focuses down from ‘environment’ or ‘natural resources’ (and poverty alleviation) to species 
richness.  Much insight and potential in policy-relevant research risks being lost along the way.  Indeed, the 
strategic deployment of ‘biodiversity’ in this paper is illustrative of the risk—the review of literature is made 
rather selective by the focus on a stricter sense of the concept—one more in fashion in biology and ecology than 
in social sciences.  I am not quite ready to give up a focus on ‘environment’ and ‘natural resources’ for 
‘biodiversity’, at least given current concern about poverty reduction among rural resource-reliant people. 
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Poverty—Biodiversity Linkages 

From the cases described in the paper, previous research has tended to, in effect, ‘look to the left’ (at 
biodiversity conservation) and then ‘look to the right’ (at poverty alleviation) but not at the linkages between 
poverty—biodiversity.  In my opinion, the single most important impediment to research and policy on 
biodiversity conservation and poverty alleviation is our lack of understanding of the economic logic that 
underpins the livelihoods of the rural poor—of whom there are millions—who depend most upon biodiveristy 
for sustenance, insurance and income, often in fragile environments.  ‘Livelihood’ joins material need and 
welfare with natural resources and biodiversity.  Without a deeper understanding of the microfoundations of 
economic livelihood among resource-reliant people (i.e., what drives resource use choices, how people variously 
combine natural and productive assets to earn their living, how does asset heterogeneity affect household and 
collective decisions over resource use), we will not be successful in our policy initiatives aimed at biodiversity 
conservation, whether they be schemes for payment for environment services, threatened species protection, 
preservation of critical habitats, or community-based resource management.  Much work remains to be done at 
the nexus of biodiversity conservation—poverty alleviation, conceptually and empirically.  Empirical work 
would benefit not only by considering resource use under ‘normal’ conditions but through examination of 
responses to economic and environmental shocks, as ‘natural experiments’. 

Biodiversity Conservation—Poverty Alleviation: Knowledge and Experience to Date 

This paper examines a collection of studies that putatively attend to concerns over poverty as well as 
biodiversity, wherein one of several interventions were implemented, e.g., extractive resources or ecotourism.  
From this review the picture is rather grim—yet several other literatures exist that are helpful in the broad 
endeavor of assessing our understanding (and failings) in the link between biodiversity and poverty alleviation.  
Specifically, the bodies of literature on conservation—development, environment—development, agricultural 
economics among the rural poor, among others are rich in insights that could be usefully be brought into the 
discussion on biodiversity conservation and poverty alleviation.  We need to carefully troll through such 
literatures to garner a fuller understanding of the prospects and problems of policy-relevant research at the 
nexus between biodiversity and poverty. 

In addition, if we lift our gaze from biodiversity to the broader realm of conservation and development, we 
will see that literally thousands of initiatives are underway, worldwide, aimed specifically at conservation and 
poverty alleviation.  The vast majority of these are projects known in their design, implementation and outcomes 
only to those who are involved, i.e., the implementing NGOs, the donors, consultants and field personnel.  The 
experiences of such initiatives are rarely shared through the literature or in policy discussions, spread instead by 
word of mouth.  And yet a tremendous wealth of experience is out there that could be very helpful in our 
endeavor.  Yes, I believe there is a general consensus that many initiatives have not lived up to their promise of 
‘win/win’ outcomes for biodiversity conservation and poverty alleviation; many have failed badly.  But successes 
are to be found among the failures that could provide potentially critical insights; I think particularly of the case 
of Plan Sierra in the Dominica Republic.  More importantly, there are thousands of experiments underway that 
call for closer scrutiny and conclusion.  I believe that we must return to these experiments for closer study not 
only because they promise to yield important insights for policy but because many have been sadly wasteful and 
many have unwittingly affected adversely the lives of the rural poor, the people meant to benefit by these 
initiatives. 

New Questions/New Approaches 

The Agrawal and Redford paper illustrates well how we must reconsider the questions we are asking and to 
employ new approaches that will advance our understanding.  The typical study assessed in the paper examines 
the impact of a particular intervention on biodiversity and/or the welfare of the reciepient communities or 
people.  Much more needs to be done.  I suggest four key questions. 

– What are the biodiversity outcomes of poverty alleviation programs?  Recent shifts in funding by international 
multilateral organizations and donors from biodiversity conservation towards poverty alleviation suggest the 
importance of considering biodiversity through the lens of poverty reduction. 
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– How do changes in biodiversity relate to key welfare/poverty outcomes?  Clearly certain elements and underlying 

processes relevant to biodiversity matter more for rural people than others.  Good work has already been done 
and reported upon, but this field of inquiry is ripe for deeper study. 

– Under what circumstances and conditions can we achieve ‘win/win’ outcomes and failing that ideal, what are the 
critical tradeoffs? Research increasingly points to the fact that, in biodiversity conservation, ‘the devil is in the 
details’, as suggested also by this paper, which frustrates ‘silver bullet’ policy initiatives and dashes hope for 
broadly applicable ‘quick and easy’ solutions to biodiversity loss. 

– What are the dynamics of the relationship between biodiversity and poverty?  Whereas studies of the impacts of 
conservation initiatives or poverty reduction programs are useful, we need now to look beyond impacts to the 
fundamental dynamics that link biodiversity and poverty.  For example, how are tropical forest and education 
linked dynamically?  Much extant research examines the use of tropical forest resources (timber and NTFPs), 
estimating the income generated and the level of exploitation; and such work is important.  But what role does 
the forest play via investment by resource-reliant peoples in the education of their children?  And once educated 
(beyond primary school), how will these children as young adults use the forest?  The link between resource 
use, asset accumulation and investment is critical and needs much closer attention understanding in the 
relationship between biodiversity and poverty. 

In terms of methods, we need research that is hypothesis-drive, that employ panel (longitudinal) designs to 
get at historic depth, and allows comparisons across cases and regions, drawing where possible on natural 
experiments that incorporate interventions or shocks.  Such research promises to reveal much need insights 
about the links between poverty and biodiversity. 

In closing I wish to thank the conveners of this workshop for the opportunity to read and reflect on this 
paper.  I congratulate the authors on their engaging and insightful work.  It serves as a wake-up call for 
researchers and stirs us to set out a new research agenda—one that advances not only our curiosity as scholars 
but one that also meets the needs of policy-makers who grapple daily with the challenge of biodiversity 
conservation and poverty alleviation. 
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