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1 

Origin and Purpose of the Guidelines 

 

Until recently, improving the environment was not an important element in poverty reduction 
projects in China.  At the same time, poverty reduction was not a focus issue in programs 
and policies for environmental rehabilitation in China’s poor areas, for example in the forestry 
sector.   

This situation has changed.  Sustainable development is more and more widely accepted as 
a relevant framework for poverty reduction in China’s poor areas.  This will require paying 
attention to both poverty reduction and the environment.  Identifying ways of improving the 
environment while reducing poverty may not be easy.  There are many instances where 
poverty reduction and environmental protection seem to be in contradiction at first glance. 

Administrative villages are the focal point of poverty reduction work under the 2000-2010 
rural poverty reduction framework.  A village-based integrated poverty reduction plan has 
been prepared or is being prepared in each administrative poor village participating in the 
framework.  These village plans are an important opportunity to incorporate attention to 
environmental issues.   

This was confirmed by two teams, one in Yunnan province, one in Sichuan province, 
comprising poverty reduction managers and practitioners and environmental specialists.  
They have researched and identified practical ways of incorporating environment into village 
development plans, and have produced training handbooks for poverty reduction staff.  
These guidelines are based on the work carried out in these two provinces.   

These guidelines have three sections.  Section one provides “food for thought” regarding 
poverty, environment, and how the two are linked.  Section two provides practical tools to 
incorporate the environment into a village-level “action plan for the environment”.  Section 
three provides ideas for innovative activities relating to the environment in poverty reduction 
programs.  Finally two practical checklists are provided: one for poverty reduction managers 
who wish to monitor progress in incorporating environment into staff work; and one for 
poverty reduction staff involved into village poverty reduction plans. 

It is hoped that these guidelines will be useful to all those involved in the design and 
implementation of village poverty reduction plans in China.  These include poverty reduction 
staff at all levels, but also staff from other sectors, as well as local cadres at township and 
village levels.   

The guidelines focus on Southwest China where poor areas are mostly mountainous areas.  
In other parts of China where poor areas are also arid areas, poverty reduction staff may use 
these guidelines as a reference but will need to adjust specific contents in section 2 to the 
different environmental issues of the region they work in. 

 

This research was coordinated by WWF China in Yunnan and Sichuan, and funded by the 
World Bank, WWF and the United Kingdom DFID.  
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1. Poverty and Environment: Taking a Fresh Look 

 

Defining Better Environment, Sustainable Development and 
Poverty 

Environment 

“Environment” is a word that is routinely heard in the media.  It is nowadays often mentioned 
in programs and policy documents.  In practice this word can be used with different 
meanings. 

Does the environment relate more to nature or to human beings? 

There are two ways of looking at the environment.  A first way is to speak of “natural 
environment”.  When saying so, we tend to see the environment as elements and processes 
that are external to human beings, such as the air or geology.  A second way is to define 
environment as the sum of interactions between human activities and their surroundings.  
This second definition has become widely used as we realize that human activities are 
closely linked to all external elements.  Biodiversity for example is part of the natural 
environment, but its conservation is directly linked to human activities.  In China, when 
saying that the “ecological environment” needs to be restored and preserved, people tend to 
think more of natural environment.  In fact, restoring well-functioning ecology means 
improving the interaction between people and their natural environment.  

Can “environmental issues” be defined as impact of human activities on the environment, or 
impact of the environment on human activities? 

Both definitions are valid.  It is important to remember that not only can human activities 
harm the environment.  A degraded environment can also harm human activities.  For 
example, polluted waters are harmful to wildlife.  But polluted waters can impact human 
health, or can generate extra costs to avoid impact on human health.   

When we look at the ten major global environmental issues below as defined by the United 
Nations, we can see that, apart from soil desertification which is partly a natural phenomenon 
due to change in rain distribution, other issues have all been created by human activity.  And 
they are all beginning to have major impact on our lives: 

 Global warming 
 Ozone layer depletion and damage 
 Loss of biodiversity 
 Acid rain precipitation 
 Forest degradation 
 Soil desertification 
 Atmospheric pollution 
 Water pollution 
 Marine pollution 
 Transboundary movement and disposal of hazardous wastes. 
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Is “ecological environment” the main area of concern in China’s poor areas? 

Poor areas in Southwest China are mostly upland areas located in the upper section of major 
riverbasins.  As such, the ecological balance of the watersheds is a major issue of concern in 
these areas, and restoration of ecological environment through the prevention of erosion has 
become the focus of national programs and policies.  Erosion control is also of direct interest 
to the poor people living in the upper watersheds because it means to them preserved 
farmland and reduced risks in daily lives.  While erosion is an important issue in watersheds, 
it is not the only one.  Water quality is another critical issue.  Water pollution impacts those 
living lower in the riverbasin, but it also impacts local people.   

Environmental issues that do not relate to watershed protection are becoming equally 
important in poor areas.  For example, unmanaged waste is creating not only negative visual 
impact but also health impacts on local population.  A survey of environmental issues in poor 
areas in Sichuan has identified the following list of main issues: 

 Grassland degradation 
 Soil erosion and vegetation cover degradation 
 Water pollution 
 Loss of biodiversity 
 Agricultural waste 
 Domestic waste. 

In other words, poor areas face all kinds of environmental issues, not only issues that relate 
to preserving the upper riverbasin. 

Are forest protection and reforestation the main means of restoring the ecological 
environment in poor areas? 

Forestry is an important sector for environmental rehabilitation in poor areas, but it is not the 
only one.  Several important national programs are on-going, including the natural forest 
protection program and the conversion program of sloped land to forestry.  However there 
are other important ways of preventing soil erosion and preserving water quality in upper 
watersheds.  For example in Western Sichuan, avoiding grassland degradation through 
improved management is critical to preserve the upper Yangtze River watershed. 

Areas of rich biodiversity are often located in poor upland areas in China.  Protected areas 
are mainly managed under the forestry sector.  However, preserving biodiversity is equally 
important in ecosystems other than forestry ecosystems.  For example wetlands are rich 
natural habitats for birds. 

Finally, living in upland areas also means being subject to natural disasters.  While many so-
called “natural” disasters are triggered by human activities, others are fully of natural origin.  
For example geological instability in the upper Yangtze River can create landslides.  Local 
diseases, or hailstorms, are also of frequent occurrence in poor areas.  Addressing these 
natural risks is also a part of environmental work, for example through helping poor 
communities prepare themselves or adjust to these risks. 
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Sustainable Development 

What is the difference between sustainable poverty reduction and sustainable development? 

“Sustainability” is a word that is often used in poverty reduction work to describe the effects 
of a poverty reduction project after the project is completed.  Sustainable poverty reduction is 
achieved when a household remains above poverty line and continues to increase its 
increase after the end of the project.  Since falling back into poverty after having succeeded 
to increase income above poverty line is an important risk for poor households, sustainable 
impact of poverty reduction projects is an issue that deserves attention.  While using 
“sustainability” in this sense in poverty reduction work, we must remember that 
“sustainability” is more generally used in association with “development”.  “Sustainable 
development” is a concept used globally.  It refers to economic development that takes fully 
into account the environment.   

Does “sustainable development” mean “environmentally-friendly” development? 

Attention to the environment is a key element in sustainable development.  The principle of 
sustainable development is that today’s generations have a responsibility to preserve the 
environment for future generations.  However, the concept of sustainable development is 
much broader.  Basically, it means that three dimensions should be equally taken into 
account in development: the economic dimension, the social dimension and the environment 
dimension.  Only by giving balanced attention to each of the dimensions can sustainable 
development be achieved.  Applying the sustainable development concept in poor areas is 
China means that poverty reduction and attention to environment should be integrated.   

 

Poverty 

“Poverty” is an issue that those working in poverty alleviation and development offices are 
totally familiar with.  Yet it can be seen that the poverty concept in China’s poverty reduction 
work has evolved from absolute poverty defined as a lack of food and shelter.  Relative 
poverty is today increasingly taken into account.  Similarly, the poverty concept is evolving 
from its definition of income poverty to a broader definition looking at the various dimensions 
of poverty.  However the income poverty line remains the main indicator used. 

Why are the various dimensions of poverty important in terms of environment? 

Health and education are of particular importance in terms of environment.  Many aspects of 
environmental degradation have direct impact on poor people’s health.  Health problems in 
turn make it more difficult for poor people to escape poverty.  Conversely higher education 
levels can give poor people more resources and capacity to address better environmental 
issues and to preserve traditional natural resource management systems.  In other words, 
health and education are important components in poverty reduction projects not only 
because they can help people improve their incomes, but also because they are linked to the 
environment. 

Similarly many other dimensions of poverty are linked to environmental issues.  For example 
taking into account local cultures can help strengthen cultural values that tend to preserve 
trees and forests.  Local culture is also an element of social capital, and stronger social 
capital contributes to help communities escape from poverty. 
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Rethinking Common Views about Poverty and the Environment 

 

Most reports and speeches tend to include at least one sentence on poverty and the 
environment.  These are often the same sentences.  In fact when trying to summarize the 
complex linkages between poverty and environment into a single sentence, the result is an 
oversimplified statement.  While these statements may be right in some instances, they may 
be unrealistic in others. 

 

1. What people often say or write: 

“Poverty is a chief cause of environmental destruction”.  “Poor farmers have no choice but to 
destroy the environment”.  When saying so, we assume that extensive use of natural 
resources in poor areas is conducive to environmental destruction, and that poor farmers are 
the main actors of environmental destruction in poor areas. 

What the reality in China’s poor areas is: 

In some locations and in some cases, there is unsustainable use of natural resources.  In the 
current stage, this is often the case for wild resources that are harvested for sale.  
Unsustainable practices are sometimes used by local poor people, sometimes by poor 
people coming from other areas, and sometimes by economic actors other than poor people.  
Traditional extensive agriculture was sustainable in the past, and there are still many 
features in traditional agriculture that are conducive to sound environmental management.  
Traditional cultures also have rich elements that lead poor people to respect the 
environment.  For example in many minority ethnic groups, some trees, some forest areas or 
some rocky areas are considered sacred and therefore preserved.  

 

2. What people often say or write: 

“Population growth is a major cause of environmental degradation”.  Population growth 
results in less farmland available for each person, and more pressure on natural resources, 
especially fuelwood and timber of housing construction.   

What the reality in China’s poor areas is: 

Some poor areas in China have high population densities, others are sparsely populated.  In 
many locations, population growth has been a major cause of increased poverty in the past 
when there was no possibility to migrate out of the poor villages for work, or when there were 
no outlets for diversified products.  Today, population growth is significantly reduced and 
temporary migration is widely practiced.  However some minority ethnic groups have retained 
high population growth and some groups, often the same ones, are not keen on migrating 
out for work.  Sustainable development is a challenge for these groups, even if 
environmental degradation in the areas where they live has many complex causes, often of 
historical origin. 
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3. What people often say or write: 

“Poor farmers do not have technical knowledge to manage the resources”, or “environmental 
degradation in poor areas results from a long-time lack of education among local people”. 

What the reality in China’s poor areas is: 

In poor areas where there is environmental degradation, researchers have found that 
degradation sometimes started several centuries ago.  In many areas, degradation was 
important during the second half of the 20th century.  Nowadays, rapid outside economic 
change puts pressure on local environments.  Poor farmers have traditional techniques that 
are generally the result of a long-time adaptation to their natural environment.  Poor farmers 
need to adjust their traditional ways and to combine new technical knowledge and their own 
traditional knowledge.  Environmental degradation also often occurs in better-off areas due to 
excessive and unsustainable consumption of natural resources.  

 

4. What people often say or write: 

“The Government is in a position to manage resources well”, or “poor farmers do not care 
about the environment”.   

What the reality in China’s poor areas is: 

In China’s poor areas, environment preservation and rehabilitation is mainly carried out 
through the forestry sector: protected areas have been set up, and two national forestry 
programs, the land conversion program and the natural forest protection program in key 
watersheds (and the ecological forest program in other watersheds).  Forestry in China has 
long been a State-managed sector.  Nature reserves often focus on law enforcement and 
restriction of access to natural resources.  Nowadays, it is more and more recognized that 
local community participation is a critical element to make forestry programs and nature 
reserves successful, and there are many examples of participatory forestry development – 
even if participation still remains to be improved in the protected areas and in the national 
programs.   

When looking at environmental issues in the poor areas, and at opportunities to improve the 
environment, it is important to realize that forestry is not the only sector involved, and 
sometimes not the main one.  For example pollution from the use of plastic mulch in 
agriculture is an important problem in poor areas, especially at high elevations and has 
nothing to do with forestry.  It is one example where community participation is needed 
without waiting for Government intervention. 

 

5. What people often say or write: 

“Poverty elimination should be achieved prior to starting to care about environmental 
improvement”, or “there is an unsolvable contradiction between economic development and 
environment protection”, or “environmental problems will be solved naturally as the economy 
grows”. 
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What the reality in China’s poor areas is: 
Environmental problems do not get solved naturally as the economy grows.  They start being 
solved as action is being taken to solve them.  There is no reason to wait until the economy 
is developed to start thinking about environmental protection and improvement.  In some 
poor areas, the environment has been preserved well and is an asset for local economic 
development.  For example, products that are produced in a healthy environment can 
become easier to market.  In other poor areas, the environment has been degraded through 
recent history.  Environmental rehabilitation can help reduce poverty, for example through 
environmental-friendly agricultural improvements. 

 

6. What people often say or write: 

“There are awful environmental conditions in China’s poor areas that both result from poverty 
and generate more poverty”.   

What the reality in China’s poor areas is: 
Describing environmental conditions in China’s poor areas as “awful” is common practice.  
Yet, from another point of view, poor areas are simply mountainous areas, or hilly areas with 
fragile natural environments such as the karst areas, or regions with dry or desert climates.  
Because of their environment and isolation, these areas are disadvantaged compared to 
lowland central regions, but people who leave in poor areas generally do not describe their 
homes as having “awful environments”.  The many areas in China that have kept beautiful 
natural environments and where the natural protected areas are located are generally poor 
areas with difficult environments too.  These areas are simply more fragile, and require more 
attention to the environment in the course of economic development.   
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2. Practical Ways of Incorporating Environment 
into Village-Based Integrated Poverty Reduction 
Plans 

 

Overview: Negative and Positive Environmental Impact 

Do some poverty reduction projects have more risks of negative environmental impact? 

Poverty reduction activities can be classified into 5 levels based on their potential impact: 

Level of environmental impact What can poverty reduction staff do? 
Win-win activity: improves the 
environment AND reduces poverty 

Encourage village development plans to incorporate such 
projects where appropriate 
Make sure that the projects are feasible in local environment 

Mild risk of negative environmental 
impact 

Make sure appropriate technology is selected to avoid 
negative impact 

Substantial risk of negative 
environmental impact: environment 

Make sure action is taken during project construction or 
implementation to avoid negative impact 
Monitor project implementation 

Severe risk of negative 
environmental impact 

Make sure that such projects are not included in village 
development plans 
Monitor whether there is any outside project proposal that 
could have severe negative environmental impact; if so, 
request an environmental impact assessment to identify ways 
of minimizing impact 

No risk of negative environmental 
impact 

No action or monitoring of risks is needed 
These are often training activities; make sure that 
environment is included as a training topic 

 

Is it possible to predict which poverty reduction projects are having which level of 
environmental impact? 

Yes and no.  Some projects generally have more chances of generating negative impact 
than others.  The tables below provide a list of common environmental impact of poverty 
reduction projects in average conditions.  However, it is very important to remember that the 
same project can have a different level of environmental impact depending on several 
factors: 

 Larger-scale projects generally have higher risk than small projects.  For example, 
raising one or two pigs is mostly harmless to the environment.  Raising more than 50 
pigs is always a project with severe environmental impact. 

 Some environments are more fragile for some projects.  For example, in tropical 
climates, all projects where soil is moved can generate erosion.   

 Technology used: when technology is not appropriate to local conditions even “win-
win projects” can affect the environment.  For example, planting trees can increase 
erosion instead of controlling erosion, if proper measures are not applied. 

This is why some categories of projects can belong to different categories of environmental 
impact in the following tables, depending on the technology used. 



 9 

Projects with Various Levels of Environmental Impact 

Some Examples of Win-Win Projects 

Project Activity 
Environmental Impact of the Project 1/  

Conditions for Absence of Negative Environmental Impact  
and Actual creation of Positive Impact 

Biogas and 
Rebuilding Toilets 

and Pig Sheds 

To reduce quantity of fuelwood cut 
To improve sanitary conditions through the construction of associated toilets 
and pig sheds 
Make sure that when raising more pigs maize cultivation does not create 
negative impact (see below) 
Make sure that local climate is not too cold and that farmers will be available 
to maintain the equipment 
Avoid erosion during the works 

Fuel-Saving Stove To reduce quantity of fuelwood cut 

Penned Livestock 
 

To prevent overgrazing by livestock during some seasons 
To lower risk of water source pollution by animal waste 
Use cheap technology that farmers can afford 
Avoid concentration of many animals in the same location 
Ensure that animal waste is transferred to the fields as animal manure 
Ensure that animals spend an appropriate portion of their time grazing 

Cultivation of Grass 
and other Forage 

Crops 
 

To avoid overgrazing of natural pasture  
To maintain animal numbers raised; therefore to maintain farm manure 
available for crops, and to decrease use of chemical fertilizer 
To develop vegetation cover on slope land converted to forestry land 
Use cheap technology that poor farmers can afford 

Improved 
Management of 
Natural Pasture 

To avoid overgrazing of natural pasture 
Make sure soil is not moved if oversowing grass seed 
Use cheap technology that poor farmers can afford 
Help community decide management system such as rotational grazing 

Dried Fruit (gingkgo, 
walnut, chestnut) and 
other Dry Tree Crops 

(eucommia) 

To turn slopes previously farmed with annual crops into perennial crops, 
therefore reducing erosion risks 
To protect streams or water sources 
Carefully follow environmental guidelines to avoid erosion when digging pits 
Prefer low densities or intercropping so that soil under trees is not denuded 
Avoid leaving plastic bags after planting 

Terraced Fields or  
Tree Belts 

To avoid erosion and conserve water 
Avoid erosion during works 
Carefully build drainage system to avoid erosion from water run-off 
Make sure farmers have labor available for terrace maintenance; otherwise 
prefer tree belts 

Forests for Water & 
Soil Conservation 

Restore vegetation cover 
Make sure erosion is avoided if planting trees; prefer natural regeneration 
Help community decide villager agreement 

1/ Each project also has a positive impact in terms of poverty reduction which is not described here. 
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Some Examples of Projects with Mild Environmental Risks 

Project Activity 
Environmental Impact of the Project 2/  

Conditions for Absence of Negative Environmental Impact  

Paddy and Wheat  
Virus free potatoes 
Seed Production 

Most Temperate Chinese 
Medicine Species  

Limit amount of pesticides and chemical fertilizer applied 
Make sure Chinese medicine seed is not harvested from wild sources 
Make sure Chinese medicine crops do not take the place of other 
useful crops for households, forcing them to expand cultivation on 
other land 

Small-scale Poultry Raising 
(rabbits, chicken, fish) 

Possibly polluting water from unmanaged animal waste. 
Limit scale; ensure fermentation of animal manure; make sure labor is 
available to apply manure as organic fertilizer in the fields 

Small-scale Cow, Goat and 
Horse Raising  

Possibly causing overgrazing. 
Possibly polluting water from unmanaged animal waste. 
Limit scale; ensure fermentation of animal manure; make sure labor is 
available to apply manure as organic fertilizer in the fields 
Protect clean water sources from animals 

Tree Crops and Fruit Tree 
Species requiring Less 

Pesticide (prickly ash, some 
fruit)  

Possibly creating plastic waste, erosion at planting, and pollution from 
chemical fertilizers and pesticides 
Avoid leaving plastic bags after plantation 
Carefully follow environmental guidelines to avoid erosion when 
digging pits 
Prefer low densities or intercropping so that no large amount of 
pesticide and chemical fertilizer is required 

Small Village Infrastructure 
(drinking water; water for 
agriculture; village tracks; 
small bridges; community 

buildings) 2/ 
 

Possibly creating erosion during works or after work completion 
Avoid soil erosion through careful engineering and maintenance of 
works  

2/ Land compensation also needs to be considered carefully when preparing small infrastructure 
projects. 
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Some Examples of Projects with Substantial Environmental Risks 

Project Activity 
Environmental Impact of the Project 1/  

Conditions for Reduction of Negative Environmental Impact  

Corn covered by  
Mulching Film 

Creates white pollution when the mulching film is not recycled 1/ Results 
in over-reliance on high levels of chemical fertilizer 
Can cause endemic fluorine disease because people bake corn using 
coal with a high ratio of fluorine in some areas (for example in Sichuan) 
Use varieties that mature earlier and do not require plastic mulch instead 
of lowland varieties that require plastic mulch 
Organize the collection of plastic waste by farmers 
Train farmers to reduce chemical fertilizer applications 

Vegetables Planting  
Tea, Mulberry Trees for 

Silkworm Raising 

Often results in high application levels of pesticides, with potential 
negative effects on health and on wildlife 
Promote Good Agricultural Practices or Integrated Pest Management 
with reduced or improved pesticide application 
Facilitate the development of organic tea and vegetable 

Edible Fungus, 
Mushrooms  

Possibly consuming large quantities of wood if grown on oak logs 
Possibly leaving a large number of waste plastic bags 
Promote the use of other growing substratum 
Organize the collection of plastic waste by farmers  

Poultry Raising  
(rabbits, chicken, fish) 

Animal waste pollutes water especially in larger-scale animal raising 
Avoid concentration of animals in a single site 
Build improved animal shed so that animal waste is collected and stored 
for fermentation before using it as animal manure 

Cow and Goat Raising  

Possibly causing overgrazing if carrying capacity is exceeded 
Possibly polluting community water source due to animal waste 
Plan the development of fodder resources at the same time 
Avoid concentration of animals in a single site 
Ensure no animals are raised close to water source 
Build improved animal shed so that animal waste is collected and stored 
for fermentation before using it as animal manure 

New Houses 

Building brick and tile houses will consume a large quantity of fuelwood 
if bricks are manufactured locally 
Improving wooden houses will consume additional timber 
Allow for gradual improvements and diversified designs using local 
material, or importing bricks and tiles 

Medium-scale 
Infrastructure or Small 
Infrastructure on Steep 

Slopes 

Erosion and roadside disturbance during excavation works 
Erosion or landslides due to unmaintained drainage  
Unwanted change in natural water course from river embankments, 
small reservoirs  
Plan and ensure quality control of the works during construction 
Plan and ensure maintenance of the works 

Rural Market 
Construction 

In addition to impact from infrastructure building, will produce solid waste 
and waste water 
Plan trash collection and sewage system 

1/ Plastic in the soil affects the root growth and results in lower yields.  Livestock can die from 
ingesting plastic.  Plastic waste obstructs ditches.  This is not to mention impact on landscape of 
mulching film hanging on branches. 
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Some Examples of Projects with Severe Environmental Risks 

Project Activity 
Environmental Impact of the Project  

Conditions for Absence of Negative Environmental Impact  
and Actual creation of Positive Impact 

Projects already 
identified: wetland 
reclamation, sugarcane 
cultivation on slopes 
reclaimed from natural 
vegetation, large-scale 
cultivation of medicinal 
crops under natural 
tropical forest cover, 
household-based 
polluting industries. 
 

Wetland reclamation threatens endangered animal and plant species, and 
creates erosion in upper watersheds; sugarcane cultivation on slopes 
reclaimed from natural vegetation threatens biodiversity in open space; 
large-scale cultivation of medicinal crops under natural forest cover 
threatens endangered plant species living under the shade of the forest; 
waste from small industries will pollute water resources 
Negative environmental impact is too high.  These projects will not be 
accepted.  When preparing village plans, villagers should be advised to 
select alternative projects 
 
 

Projects to be identified 
depending on local 
conditions: household-
based processing 
requiring firewood in 
areas with no forest 
resources; raising fish 
in lakes that have 
biodiversity value… 

Negative impact depends on provincial and local conditions.  Using local 
fuelwood may not be an issue in very sparsely populated areas; or the 
energy source can be changed for example to electricity 
Each province should publish a list of projects with locally severe 
environmental risks.  These projects will not be accepted.  When preparing 
village plans, villagers should be advised to select alternative projects.  
This list will need to be revised as technology evolves 
 
 

 

 

Projects with no Environmental Risk 

Project Activity 
Environmental Impact of the Project  

Conditions for Absence of Negative Environmental Impact  
and Actual creation of Positive Impact 

Farmer training 
Health staff training 

Teacher training 
Illiteracy elimination  

for adults 
Appropriate technology 

training 
Labor export training 

Women training  

There is no risk of negative impact on the environment. Instead these 
projects offer a real opportunity to improve the environment in the longer 
term with the improvement of people’s awareness about the environment 
Include environmental aspects into training courses.  In particular, ensure 
that agricultural training provides skills in reducing chemical fertilizer 
applications, in managing plastic waste, and in using less toxic pesticides.  
Invite trainers with relevant knowledge.  Select training contents that relate 
to the environmental issues that have been pointed out in the villages 
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What Can Poverty Reduction Staff Do? 

Even when they have no technical background in environment or in a related technical field, 
poverty reduction staff can help improving or preserving the environment in poor villages 
during the Village-Level Poverty Reduction Plan process. 

Four steps are recommended and more detail is provided for each one below: 

1. Preparation of the village plans 

 Identify the environmental issues that the poor community is facing. 
 Start analyzing together with the community which actions could be taken to solve 

these issues. 
 When the community makes a first list of proposed projects, identify projects that can 

have severe negative impact (based on the following list) and ensure that the 
community selects alternative projects. 

2. Preparation of project implementation 

 List all practical actions that should be taken to avoid or reduce environmental impact. 
 Prepare these actions with the community 

3. Project monitoring 

 Make sure that all practical actions decided will be monitored during implementation. 

4. Writing a village environment action plan 

 A village environment action plan is not compulsory but it is useful to help everyone 
remember which decisions were made at the time of planning. 

 Describe all decisions made by the community in an action plan that is a brief 
summary, and attach it to the poverty reduction plan. 

 

Should Poverty Reduction Staff Carry out these New Tasks by Themselves? 

Poverty reduction staff are in the best position to work with the community in a participatory 
manner.  However technical specialists from other sectors (agriculture, infrastructure, nature 
reserves, health) are often in a better position, when they have already undergone training in 
environment, to provide a technical assessment of the issues and the solutions and to help 
identify actions that should be taken. 

Poverty reduction staff should invite managers and colleagues to work jointly on the matter.  
Joint monitoring during implementation is often a very good time to invite colleagues. 

Poverty reduction staff should also improve their own knowledge in environmental matters.  
Reading technical information on environment in poor areas and attending related training 
are useful ways of improving one’s own capacity.  When training in this field does not exist 
yet, poverty reduction managers should create new training courses. 
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Environment in the Design of Poverty Reduction Plans 

 

Step 1.1. Preparation of the village plans: identification of environmental issues 

The first step at this stage is to identify the environmental issues that the poor community is 
facing.  There are two options depending on the technical resources in the team that is 
preparing the village development plan together with the community: 
 

Option 1: in the absence of staff with technical knowledge in environmental issues: you 
should bring to the village a list of common environmental issues identified in your province 
or local area.  You should devote part of the discussion with the community to discuss these 
environmental issues.  You can ask community members to discuss openly the issues and to 
rank them by order of importance.  This should remain an open list, so that the community 
can add additional issues.  For example, in Sichuan, the following is a list of common 
environmental issues: 

 Grassland overgrazing & degradation 
 Degradation of vegetation cover & soil erosion 
 Pollution by plastic mulch 
 Pesticides (high quantities, toxic products) 
 Chemical fertilizer (high quantities, lack of organic fertilizer) 
 Invasion by exotic plant species 
 Water pollution by free-ranging livestock  
 Pollution from community domestic waste  
 Pollution from small industries 
 Unsustainable collection of fuelwood 
 Inappropriate collection of wild plants or animals  

Question to community 
members: “In your opinion, 
what are the main 
environmental problems that 
local people experience in 
their daily lives? Which ones 
are more important? Has 
any of these problems 
recently increased?” 

 Crops destroyed by wildlife around protected areas 
 

Option 2: your team includes at least one staff with technical knowledge in environmental 
issues: you should invite this staff to devote part of his/her time to the following activities.  It 
is generally more efficient to carry out these activities using participatory assessment tools 
such as direct observation, group discussion with community members, interviews with 
community elders, mapping by local people of their resources, and ranking of issues. 

 Collecting information relating to environmental resources, 
 Assessing linkages between local farming and the environment, 
 Assessing linkages between local living conditions and the environment, and 
 Identifying local knowledge in relation to the environment. 

In villages close to protected areas, nature reserve staff should be consulted and should join 
part of the visits. 

 



 15 

Step 1.2. Preparation of village plans: identification of potential actions to solve the 
issues identified 

The first step at this stage is to help the community identify actions that could be taken, 
especially actions that require no or little investment.  There are also two options depending 
on the technical resources in the team that is preparing the village development plan 
together with the community: 
 

Option 1: in the absence of staff with technical knowledge in environmental issues: you 
should bring to the village a list of common environmental protection actions identified in your 
province or local area.  You should devote part of the discussion with the community to 
discuss these possible actions.  You can ask community members to discuss openly the 
issues and to rank them by order of importance.  This should remain an open list, so that the 
community can add additional actions.  For example, in Sichuan, the following is a list of 
common environmental protection actions: 

 

 Protecting water source from pollution or animal waste 
 Recovery of plastic waste 
 Collecting and disposing of domestic waste 
 Managing grazing land better  
 Training in proper use of pesticide and chemical fertilizer 
 Environmental education training for specific community 

members 
 Getting traditional village religious leaders involved 

Question to community 
members: “In your opinion, 
what can be done to solve 
the main environmental 
problems that local people 
experience in their daily 
lives? Which actions is the 
community ready to start? 
Which ones require 
investment? Which ones just 
require improved 
management?” 

 Design or improvement of villager agreement regarding 
management of forest resources 

 

Option 2: your team includes at least one staff with technical knowledge in environmental 
issues: you should invite this staff to devote part of his/her time to identifying practical actions 
with the community.  It is generally more efficient to carry out these activities using 
participatory assessment tools such as direct observation, group discussion with community 
members or interviews with community elders. 

 

Step 1.3. Preparation of village plans: elimination of projects with potential severe 
negative environmental impact 

Make sure that a list of projects that are not eligible to funding under the poverty reduction 
plan is available to you.  Check the community’s proposed list of projects against this list.  If 
any community proposal is on the list, open the discussion and identify an alternative 
together. 

If a community proposal is not on the list but appears to have obvious risks of severe 
negative environmental impact, consult technical specialists to check and, if the risks are 
confirmed, advise the community to select an alternative project. 
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Step 1.4. Preparation of village plans: encouragement of projects with positive 
environmental impact. 

Discuss with the communities all projects that have been identified in your province as 
having positive environmental impact (see table above).  Discuss at the same time whether 
the conditions for actual creation of positive impact are in place.  In particular, discuss 
whether farmers are already familiar with the necessary appropriate technology or whether 
intensive training will need to be provided. 

 

Step 2.1. Preparation of project implementation: listing all practical actions that should 
be taken to avoid or reduce environmental impact 

Use the project tables above or the checklist below to list all practical actions that should be 
taken for each individual project.  Discuss these actions with the community.  Check whether 
local people are familiar with the technology required, or whether intensive training will need 
to be provided. 

When it appears that a budget is needed to carry out those tasks effectively, assess the 
needed amount. 

 

Step 2.2. Preparation of project implementation: preparation of these actions with the 
community 

Discuss practical ways for carrying out each of the actions above.  In particular, decide who 
will do what when.  If a village management group for the overall poverty reduction plan is 
being put in place, make sure that they are responsible for these actions. 

 

Step 3. Preparation of project monitoring 

Make sure that all practical actions decided will be monitored during implementation.  Decide 
with the community who will do what when.  If a monitoring group for the overall poverty 
reduction plan is being put in place, agree with them their responsibilities regarding 
environment monitoring. 

 

Step 4. Writing a village environment action plan 

A village environment action plan is not compulsory but it is useful to help everyone 
remember which decisions were made at the time of planning.  The standard outline for an 
environmental action plan will be as follows: 
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Action Plan for Poverty Reduction in Coordination with Environment  
in Village … 

 
1. List and ranking of environmental issues identified. 
2. Ranking of proposed poverty reduction projects according to potential environmental 
impact. 
3. Actions decided under each project to a/ ensure that there is in fact positive impact thanks 
to the use of appropriate technology, or b/ negative impact is avoided. 
4. Training needs identified and training activities proposed. 
5. Allocation of responsibilities during construction or implementation.  Mention of any groups 
set up specifically to help manage the environment. 
6. Allocation of monitoring responsibilities. 
7. Small grant fund allocated under the village plan to carry out environment-related training 
and monitoring 
8. People having participated in the preparation of the action plan. 
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4. Going Further to Promote the Environment 
through Poverty Reduction 

 

Developing Environmental Awareness 

Only by becoming more aware of the importance of environment and of the consequences of 
human activities on the environment can people change their attitudes towards environment.  
Whereas people in poor areas may see environment protection as an external element to 
their own lives, environmental awareness can make them realize that environment is actually 
closely linked to their lives, and that improving the environment will have positive effects on 
themselves, their communities and their future. 

Environmental awareness programs are a cost-effective way of improving the environment 
compared to engineering solutions.  For example, it is less expensive to preserve clean 
water than to clean polluted water.  This is important in poverty reduction programs since the 
availability of funds unfortunately tends to be a limiting factor. 

Attention to environment can become a cross-cutting element in training programs.  However 
environmental awareness building is more effective when organized as a stand-alone 
program.  There is a lot of experience in environmental awareness programs in China and 
abroad.  Some methods are more effective.  And different groups of people, for example 
children and adults, require the use of different methods.  These methods ensure that people 
who participate in environmental awareness programs do more than learning about the 
environment.  They can actually decide and change the way they are doing things in their 
daily lives. 

 

Inventing Win-win Solutions together with Environment Protection 
Programs 

Most protected areas in China are located in very poor areas.  In the past, local governments 
have been hesitant to allocate poverty reduction projects to villages close to the nature 
reserves.  It was felt that any development project might have negative impact on the 
environment inside the nature reserve. 

Nowadays most people consider that sustainable development projects in poor villages 
around nature reserves are not only good for poverty reduction but also can help protect 
better the nature reserves provided appropriate projects are selected.  These can be called 
comprehensive development and protection projects.  They are win-win projects from the 
point of view of poverty and environment.  As they become less-poor and more aware of the 
value of natural resources, people living around the nature reserves become the allies of 
nature reserve staff in protecting the environment. 

Nature reserves have beautiful landscapes that increasingly attract interest from the urban 
population.  Some come to visit as tourists, but many more are simply interested in learning 
more about the area where the nature reserve is located and in buying products that 
somehow relate to these beautiful, healthy unpolluted regions.  Natural resources inside 
nature reserves are fully protected, but villages around nature reserves can develop income 
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alternatives provided they manage their activities in a very careful way from an environment 
point of view.  Preserving the environment is therefore an important opportunity for the 
economic development of communities in mountain areas.  Mountain areas in many 
countries around the world derive most of their income from economic activities that 
somehow relate to landscapes and natural resources. 

From a practical point of view, poverty reduction projects can help communities manage their 
local resources in a sustainable way.  They can also help communities develop 
environmentally-friendly activities related to tourism, such as guesthouses, production of 
local foods or production of local handicrafts.  Of courses these activities are only acceptable 
if they contribute to protect the nature reserve.  These win-win solutions can only be 
identified and turned into actual projects through close coordination between poverty 
reduction staff and staff in protected areas. 

 

Using Environmental Impact Assessments 

An environmental impact assessment (EIA) is an independent study carried out at the time of 
investment to avoid or minimize negative environmental impact from an investment project.  
EIAs can design practical solutions to reduce impact on the environment. 

Environmental impact assessments are compulsory on very large-scale projects even if no 
major negative impact is expected.  This is the case of poverty reduction programs in China 
that receive assistance from international donors.  The EIAs under these projects provide 
general recommendations that can be useful to poverty reduction staff inside and outside of 
the areas covered by these programs.  For example, most EIAs provide a list of less-toxic 
pesticides: any pesticide that is not on this list should be avoided.   

Local environmental impact assessments are recommended on mid-scale projects that 
appear to have substantial risks of negative impact.  For example, an intensive pig-raising 
farm with more than 100 pigs can generate substantial water pollution unless the pig sheds 
are carefully built. When poverty reduction staff learn about such a project in a poor village, 
they should consider requesting an EIA to avoid that the investment generates environmental 
degradation that would impact the lives of surrounding poor people. 
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Appendix 1. Checklist for Poverty Reduction 
Managers 

 

This checklist is a recommended list of actions that managers can take to ensure appropriate 
incorporation of environment into the design of village development plans.  In this example, a 
checklist for provincial managers is presented.  It is suggested that poverty reduction 
managers use this checklist once a year to assess progress made during the year. 

 

� Providing environment information and training to local staff 
There is a contact person for environment at county 
level who has received the poverty & environment 
guidelines. 

 

Other county staff including protected area staff 
have been informed.  

Township staff and village cadres have been 
informed.  

1. Information on new 
requirements related to the 
environment 

County poverty reduction staff have attended 
information meeting.  

Provincial and county poverty reduction offices 
receive technical information on environment (e.g. 
list of toxic pesticides, existing environmental impact 
assessment reports). 

 
2. Technical information on 
environment 

County staff from technical agencies with already 
technical knowledge in environment take part in 
village work for village poverty reduction plans. 

 

County poverty reduction staff who are contact 
persons for environment have taken part in 
specialized training in environmental issues. 

 

Training resources (materials, teachers) are 
available for poverty reduction staff at province and 
county levels. 

 3. Training in environmental 
issues 

County training plan for farmers and training plan by 
Women union has included some activities related to 
environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

� Ensuring that environment is incorporated into village poverty reduction 
activities 

A provincial list of projects with risks of severe 
impacts has been prepared and disseminated to 
local staff. 

 
1. Avoiding presence of projects 

with risks of severe impacts 
The village plans reviewed by province level confirm 
absence of projects from this list.  
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Local staff have started to prepare village 
environment action plans.  

Small village environment grants have been agreed 
upon and have started to be disbursed.  

Selected village environment action plans have been 
reviewed at provincial level and appear to be sound.   

The review of selected village environment action 
plans indicates that appropriate technology has 
been proposed to reduce environmental risks.  

 

The review of selected village environment action 
plans indicates that quality control during 
construction has been put in place.  

 

2. Promoting the use of village 
environment action plans; 
checking that appropriate 
measures are taken for projects 
with potential risks of negative 
impact   

The review of selected village environment action 
plans indicates that monitoring of follow-up and 
maintenance has been prepared. 

 

The review of selected village development plans 
shows presence of projects with positive impact.  

Presence of projects with positive impact appears to 
be increasing.  

Appropriate technology is proposed to actually allow 
this positive impact.  

3. Checking presence of projects 
with positive impact and of 
training projects with 
environment contents 

Training courses with environment contents have 
been planned for households.  

 

 

� Promoting innovative activities for the environment in poor areas 
Lessons learnt from environmental awareness pilot 
programs have been reviewed.  

An environmental awareness program is being 
prepared or is planned in the near future.  

If an environmental awareness program is in place, 
poverty reduction managers have monitored it.  

1. Environmental awareness 
programs 

If an environmental awareness program is in place, 
dissemination of lessons learnt is being prepared.  

Regular contact with nature reserve staff is 
maintained.  

Nature reserve staff take part in joint village visits to 
prepare village poverty reduction plans.  

Innovative poverty reduction projects are tested in 
villages close to nature reserves.  

If an innovative poverty reduction project near a 
nature reserve is in place, poverty reduction 
managers have monitored it. 

 

2. Cooperation with Nature 
Reserves 

If an innovative poverty reduction project near a 
nature reserve, dissemination of lessons learnt is 
being prepared. 

 

Existing environmental impact assessments in 
poverty reduction programs have been identified and 
reports have been assembled. 

 
3. Environmental Impact 

Assessments Local environmental impact assessments have been 
carried out for larger-scale investments in poor 
villages. 

 

 



 22 

Appendix 2. Checklist for Poverty Reduction Staff  

 

This checklist has been prepared for poverty reduction staff who take part in village poverty 
reduction plans.  The staff should review relevant questions at the planning stage, the project 
construction stage and the follow-up and maintenance stage, and tick boxes as appropriate.  
An unticked box may be an indication that additional work is required. 

 

� Points to review at the planning stage 
 Grassland overgrazing & degradation  
 Degradation of vegetation cover & soil erosion  
 Pollution by plastic mulch  
 Pesticides (high quantities, toxic products)  
 Chemical fertilizer (high quantities, lack of organic 

fertilizer)  

 Invasion by exotic plant species  
 Water pollution by free-ranging livestock   
 Pollution from community domestic waste   
 Pollution from small industries  
 Unsustainable collection of fuelwood  
 Inappropriate use of wild plants or animals   

1. Have environmental issues that 
communities face been specifically identified 
during the identification of community 
problems? Which issues have been 
identified?  
 
The list of the right side refers to common 
environmental issues Sichuan poor areas. 

 Other (specify: e.g., crops destroyed by wildlife 
around protected areas)  

 

 Water conservation  
 Mulching film recovery  
 Community trash recovery  
 Naked soil surface control in community   
 Training implementation of properly using 

pesticide and chemical fertilizer  

 Environmental education training  
 Adding organic manure  

2. Have we encouraged the community to 
take action to solve these issues? 
 
The list on the right side refers to common 
actions for Sichuan poor areas.  

 Other community environmental protection 
activities  

3. Have we recorded decisions made by the communities regarding these actions before agreeing to 
provide a small village environment grant?  

4. Have we encouraged communities to select projects with positive environmental impact? Have we 
ensured that technology used will actually create this positive impact?   

5. Have we considered the possibility of linkage between poverty reduction projects and community 
traditional culture & religious activities to promote community environment conservation, for example 
making use of sacred mountains and rituals to protect trees and forests? 

 

6. Have we invited technicians from relevant departments with knowledge in environmental issues to 
help with project review and to identify ways of reducing environmental impact from poverty reduction 
projects, especially from projects with expected higher risks of environmental impact? 

 

7. In village nearby protected areas, have we invited protected area management staff to help identify 
projects and appropriate technology? 

 

8. Have we prepared measures for eliminating negative impact during construction in poverty 
reduction projects, especially for projects with expected higher risks of environmental impact? 
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9. Have we taken measures to eliminate potential negative environmental in the follow-up and 
maintenance phase for projects with potential substantial negative environmental risk? Have we 
prepared the monitoring of these risks? 

 

10. Have we eliminated any project with risk of severe environmental risk? 
 

11. Have we planned the organization of training activities related to the environment? 
 

12. Have we made all recommendations available to the community in the form of a written 
environment action plan? 

 

� Points to review during project construction 

1. Are soil erosion control and water 
drainage measures effectively in place during 
construction works? 

 Projects with expected positive environmental 
impact 
 Small infrastructure projects with potential risks 

of mild environmental impact 
 Medium-size infrastructure projects with potential 

risks of substantial environmental impact, including 
rural market construction 

 

2. Has collection of plastic waste and other 
waste been planned? 

 Maize 
 Fruit and tree crops 
 Rural markets and health stations 

 

3. Has alternative technology using less 
chemical inputs and less toxic pesticides 
been made available? 

 Fruit trees 
 Vegetables 
 Annual crops 

 

4. Have quality control procedures been completed?  
� Key points for review at the follow-up and maintenance stage 
1. Is collection of plastic waste actually taking place, especially for maize or edible fungus?  
2. Is overgrazing prevented through appropriate technology?  
3. Is the use of toxic pesticides and of excessive quantities of pesticides and chemical fertilizer 
effectively avoided, especially on corn and vegetables?  

4. Have farmers stopped baking corn using coal with a high ratio of fluorine in order to prevent 
endemic fluorine disease? (or other behaviors favoring other local diseases)  

5. Has free ranging of animals been reduced to prevent water pollution by animal waste?  
6. In case of larger-scale animal raising, are improved animal sheds functioning well?  Is animal 
manure actually used as organic fertilizer? 

 

7. Has the community started to collect and bury domestic waste?  
8. On a rural market, are waste collection and the sewage system working well?  
9. In a village or township health station, is medical waste disposed of appropriately?  
10. Is the absence in the village of any project with severe environmental risks confirmed, whether it 
was funded under the poverty reduction plan or other means?  

11. Has training on environmental issues been effective? Is a change in local people’s attitude 
towards the environment visible?  

12. Has the community received the small village environment grant? What has it been used for?  
 

Notes:  
 This list of points for review at each stage is provided as an example based on poor 

areas in Sichuan.  Please refer to the tables above and to other environmental impact 
manuals for additional points to check. 

 If you decide to use a checklist, it may be useful to add questions regarding points 
other than environment.  Points of special relevance are land acquisition due to 
construction works (has compensation been prepared?), and effective water 
management (have potential conflicts over water source been taken into account? Is 
a water user group in place?). 
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