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Many Facets of |

Poverty-Envu‘onment
Downspiral -

by D L Mallick

BOUT 50 per cent

people in the develo-

ping countries live

under the poverty line. Of
them, 30 per cent live in the
conditions of intolerable
poverty. They live in highly
vulnerable areas susceptible
to land degradation. soil ero-
sion, floods and other ecolog-

ical disaster-prone localities

and in the urban slums. It is
true that the poor satisfy
their short-term needs caus-
ing long-term depletion of
natural resource bases and
thus degrade physical envi-
ronment. But they are naively
blamed as the agents of envi-
ronmental degradation
though there are other
agents for poverty and envi-
ronment downspiral.

Population growth and
overconsumption contribute
to the overuse of natural re-
sources and hence degrade
the balance of physical envi-
ronment causing serious
anomalies in the social envi-
ronment. Due to population
pressure, joblessness, abject
poverty situation, policy fail-
ure and institutional weak-
ness, an increasing number
of rural poor of the develop-
ing regions have to migrate
to the cities resulting de-
formed urbanisation where
the urban poor are again both
the agents and victims of en-
vironmental degradation.

The size of the poor peo-
ple living in abject poverty is
growing fast and their posi-
tion remains at the bottom
strata in almost every society.
They are powerless and they
are the most vulnerable
groups in terms of economic
situation. societal and insti-
tutional setting. They do not
have enough access to re-
sources as well as credit
facilities, rather in most
cases, they are tied to a
patron-client relationship
which enhances the
pauperisation process. They
lack in skills and essential

knowledge for resource
management and
technologies.

The existing government
policies of most of the devel-
oping countries are in favour
of a small elites while the
masses are deprived .and
there Is serious inequality
among the social strata.
Though some developing

countries have achieved some
sort ol economic growih and

social development, this re-
mains partial, non-participa-
tory and parasitic. Further,
population growth, misman-
agement of resources and
unequal control of resources
coupled with overconsump-
tion of the North and a
counterproductive develop-
ment policies and process of
the South are largely respon-
sible for as poverty-environ-
ment downward spiral.

Demographic Dynamic and
poverty-environment
dilemma : The world's popu-
lation reaches 5.6 billion in
the mid 1990s. The annual
growth rate is 1.7 per cent
and the number of people
added to the total each year
is more than 90 million.
About 75 per cent of the
world population live in the
developing countries and 50
per cent them are poor who
are deprived of adequate
food. shelter. education and
basic healthcare Even in the
. developed countries, there
are about 100 million who
are homeless. jobless and do
not have social security, says
a world development report.

The increasing population

demand more resources,
employment, education and
social service which the most
developing countries cannot
afford and hence, the poverty
situation aggravates. Popula-
tion growth also increases
the need for more livelihood
for rural areas and this exerts
additional direct pressure on
natural resources. Countries
with higher population
growth rates have experi-
enced faster conversion of
land to agricultural uses,

putting additional pressures _

A

on land and natural habitat.
The distribution of people
between countryside and ci-
ties also has important impli-
cations for the types of stress
placed on the environment.
In 1990, most people lived in
rural areas but by the year
2030, the opposite will be
true while the urban popula-
tion will be twice the size of
rural population. The cities of
the developing countries as a
group will grow by 160 per
cent over this period,
whereas rural populations
will grow by only 10 per
cent, says a World Bank re-
port. Thus, rural people and
poverty are migrating to ur-
banites giving the poverty-
environme:nt risis a bhad

There is also a prnc:ui of
marginalisation and pauperi-

sation of people, particularly

in the developing societies.
The result is overuse of land,
water, air and forest leading

to natural imbalance and en- -

vironmental degradation.
Nature also takes revenge in
the form of flood, cyclone,
drought and the poor become
the worst victims of the natu-
ral calamities that take a
great toll on them. Thus,
poverty-environment spiral
goes bad to worse.

dilemma : 'Most of the
world's rising environmental
threats are byproducts of
overconsumption and afflu-
ence of the North while the
poverty of the South also in-
tensifies ecological degrada-
tion as the poor people over-
exploit their resource bases
to satisfy their urgent needs
for subsistence ignoring the
future. Due to overconsump-
tion of the developed North,
the majority Southern people
remained malnourished and
deformed physically, eco-
nomically and socially. The
modern industrialist econ-
omy has lead to the unprece-
dented use of energy and raw

by he colonial domination
and exploitation of the North.
The developed countries
made their economic
progress in the 18th and
19th centuries at the cost of

' -the resources of the today's

underdeveloped countries.
Colonial exploitation not only
damaged the
sources of the south but also
damaged the social equity of
the south. Another phenom-
ena of the crisis which has
aggravated environmental
degradation is the trade im-
balance and unequal growth
of economies of the North
and South. Moreover, armed
conflicts of the past decades
contributed to underdevel-
opment and backwardness of
the South.

The societies of the devel-
oping countries are also dis-
integrated and stratified
within themselves. About 80
per cent people lack re-
sources., power and social
support but a small section
affluent people enjoy almost
all the resources. power and
status. They control about 80-
90 per cent resources
through state mechanism and
patror.-client relation. In
such an unequal social sys-
tem, the rich are getting
richer while the poor are

geiling. poorer.

shape.

Natural resources and
poverty-environment crisis :
Human existence on the
earth depends directly and
indirectly on natural re-
sources. This is equally true
for both the developed and
developing countries. The
eco-system of the earth has
been disturbed by the long
chains of commerce, industry
and civil infrastructure that
shape the life in the rich
countries while for the poor
countries, subsistence of the
vasl majority comes from the
natural resources le, food
comies from the soil. water
and forest, fuel from woods.
fodder from pasture around
the homesteads of the peo-
ple.

Most people depend on
the natural resources like
land, water, forest etc.. for
their livelihood. As the popu-
lalon goes up. pressure on
the natural resources mouinlts.
The poor and disadvantaged
group of people utilise all the
potential of soil. forest, wa-
ter, fisheries and human
labour. The overexploitation
of the natural resource bases.
in turn, make them vulnera-
ble economically and socially.

James Bond
BY [AN FLEMING
ORAWING BY HORAK

TmaAT S
4 EA
=ANDSCOVE
EX.END CF
o 25 NEXT
:‘:»'.'..'2 vl

LVAREEESIN

AeWrER F
L) "ES‘ .::""-.. g |

TDM and -.IEHFI'.'

WHAT DO POGS PO WHEN
THEY'RE SAD, PA7

-----

"

For thm no ﬂumtiu tu fuehm ln.'llnhk h-nt whlther upienhhnn-t'?

materials and they generate
more pollution and wastes
threatening the environment.
The industriali countries
consume most of the world's
energdy and many other re-
sources ignoring the develop-
ing countries’ demand.

The present levels of cer-
tain kinds of consumption
such as energy resources in
industrialised countries have
already given rise to serious
environmental problems. The
result is frequent natural
calamities like f[loods, cy
clone and drought world-
wide. The developing coun-
lries are facing most conse-
quences of environmental
hazards which make them
more victims and vulnerable
to environmental threats.
Thus, the overconsumption
of the North indirectly aggra-
vales the poverty-environ-
me1it crisas of the South.

Social and institutional
aspects Most poverty
comes from the social
imequity and unequal distri-
bution of wealth and eco-
nomic benefits in the devel-
oping countries. Historical
evidences say that poverty in
the South was mainly caused

The limited access of the
poor to wealth and infras-
tructure forced them to lack
behind in the development
process. The development
process of these countries is
not truly people-oriented and
participatory. There are also
donor's dominations and a
small elites and civil-military
bureaucrats eat up all the
economic gains. Thus, the
development process be-
comes parasitic.

The development efforts
do not change the condition
of the down-trodden masses
and bottom-up development
remains a [ar cry. True initia-
tive are to be taken to re-
move the structured inequal-
ity and poverty from society,
or otherwise. all develop-
ment efforts and environ-
ment conservation move-
ments will go in vain. Devel-
opment eflorts should have
twin goal of poverty allevia-
tion and environment con-
servation giving priority to
the former because, reduc-
tiont of poverty will take care
of environment.
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M ARI." McPherson wai
ﬁen‘.- in Bangladesh
Speak-

Ihuut hl!r wdrk she says,

y principal objective in
umng Bangladesh was to
computerise Export Promo-
tion Bureau (EPB). Training
in computer use has been
given to Trade Information
Centre and to EPB staff. | en-
couraged as many people as
possible to participate in
these classes. 1 did no
‘programming’. There was no
need for or advantage in hav-
ing programmers sit and
write complicated pro-
grammes. ng was given
in the common off-the-shelf
software packages available
from every computer sup-
plier. | gave instructions in
Fox Pro and dBase (database)
management.  in Excel and

"Explnmn of the Lotal
Area Network has been ten-

Interﬁét : Where is Ban

dered, but a Hd~hau not yet
‘been accepted for the hard-
ware. | have been xeroxing
country profiles for vertical
files. duplicated for each re-
gional Trade Information
Centres who do not have
computer access. At |east
they have some information
in hand, should clients desire
it in cities outside Dhaka.
This is a stop-gap measure,
until the regional offices get
ISD lines and either fax or
PCs, at which they can con-
nect Dhaka EPB and the
Trade Point, hopefully by the
end of 1996." _
Asked to talk about the
Internet, Mary Quotes from
Andrew Robinson who was a
programme associate at the
Ford Foundation, Dhaka. She
sald: "Not too long ago, com-
puters were just machines,
fancy calculators, good for
data storage and mathemati-
cal processing. Today, com-
puters are no longer ma-
chines. They are communica-
tion devices, like the tele-
phone, only more sophisti-

cated. Information that is
typed into a keyboard in San
Francisco now instantly ap-
pﬂn in Melbourne or wher-
ever else you direct it.

“The largest computer
network in the world is the
Internet. It was first devel-

oped in '69, when four com-
puters on the West Coast of
USA were linked together as
part of the US military's Ad-
vanced Research Project
Agency. Today the Internet is
estimated to link together
over four crore computers
through over 50 lakh "host”
compulters based in over 110
couniries,

“If you have access to a lo-
cal Internet server you can
log into the system through a
modem connected to a tele-
phone and communicate di-
rectly, in 'real time' with
computer users all around
the world. If I'm in India, for
example, and | want to talk
to someone in San Francisco,
I can call him over this pay-
ing roughly 82.50 per
minute. Or I can log him into
the local Internet 'server' and
'talk' to him (or rather, type
lo him) through the com-
puter for the price of a local
phone (roughly .02 cents per
minute).

"There are four kinds of
files on the Internet: 1) Text
liles, 2) Graphic files. 3)
Sound files, 4} Video files. In
this way, the Internet is a
multi-media iorum with over
40 million participants.

&8 Moving around the Internet.

looking at the various files on
different host machines and
talking to différent pecple .l
over the world can be very
much like travelling in real
tife

“This is how Internet can
promote trade : If someone
wants to know what
Bangladeshi garments look
like. you can share a graphic
file of the latest fashion. If
someone wants to know who
to contact in Bangladesh re-
garding export products, you
can leave a special file on the
Internet that lists names and
contact information."

Talking about how far
Bangladesh had progressed
in computer technology Mary
says, "There is a lot of work
going on. BANSDOC is trying
to tie all the universities and
research centres, the Library
Association is trying to get a
certain network going, the E-
mail servers are talking to
each other at the Internet
length. That means they will
be able to talk to the rest of
the world. The universities
and colleges will be comput-
erised. I hear that people are

gladesh?

wanting their young children
to get used to the computer.
The children of the next
generation will be more
computer literate,”

Dwelling on areas in
which Bangladesh can use
computers, Mary names
trade, business, DCCI, the re-
search libraries of the univer-
sities and government.

Talking about whether a
poverty stricken country like
ours can go paperless, she
tresses, "You will eventually.
Singapore did it, so why can't
Bangladesh? It saves time,
Space, money. The only thing
Bangladesh needs is a change
of mindset. People have to
give up the papers that pro-
tect them. Paper is hard to
store. It has a lot of acids and
it will disintegrate with
time."”

Asked il Bangladesh has
the chance to develop a sili-
con valley like India. Mary
replies, "I'm not a good per-
son to judge that. On matters
like that 1 make one guess
and things go the other way.
Somebody is going to do it
but I'm not sure if it will be
economic for Bangladesh.
One of the things that wor-
ries me about Bangladesh is
its quality control. So many
people are living at a level
that does not demand quality
control. 1 hepe I'm proved
wrorns "

Talking about if
Bandladesh would benefit
fron Iuternet, Mary says de-
cisiveiv., "Ok, vyes! if
Bungladesh des=s not join in,
it will be outside the 'pop of
ageveioped . countries as re-
gards cunuiumcations and
that is not good enough for
this time in the century. You
would be like a backward is-
land waiting for the ship to
come sometime. This is not a
waste of money when in USA,
soon, every student will have
a .computer of his own.
Donors may give Bangladesh a
computer here or there."

Mary was working with
Motorola before coming to
Dhaka from Arizona USA. She
has been working with com-
puters for 25 years. She
hopes to keep in touch with
Bangladesh through the E-
mail. She hopes to keep
learning more through the
Internet.

Mary loved the rickshaws,
jeeps. cars and buses in her

stay of Bangladesh during her
visits to parts of the country
like Chittagong, Comilla. Di-
najpur, and Khulna. She
hopes to come back again to
Bangladesh on a short term.
She has a Ph D degree in en-
vironmental policy.

Why Cyberspace is Still a
White Man's World

For a global communications system sup-
posed to be blind to colour and

tonishi

News Service.

wants comment on

Night Smiles. her
sentimental poem about
“soulful eyes liberating truth”.
The Creole Market is adver-
tising its spicy foods. And
Steve Walker is about
being black and gay in the
United States.

"My homosexuality., or
more importantly, my deci-
sion to live my life as an
openly gay man, does not
make me any less black” says
Walker. "1 am as proud of my
race and culture as anyone
could possibly be, and | have
no desire to be any less re-
sponsive to the concerns we
face as African-Americans.”

Walker also calls on the
US media to present more
positive images of black men
. "lmproper media portrayals
lead whites to feel that we
black men are genetically
predetermined to commit
murders, thefts, rapes and
other crimes.” he says.
"Nothing could be further
from the truth.”

- Three voices wilth very
different messages, but one
common thread : race in cy-
berspace. While the trio
could have selected any one
of thousands of forums on
that global computer network
known as the Internet. all
chose NetNoir — an Afro-
centric "site”, or topic-based

information brary — to make
their statements.
NetNoir (noir is French

for black) offers a diverse mix
for the thousands of on-line
users who log Into it each
month. There are African folk
tales about a mythical spider,
Kwaku Anansi; a topical In-
terview with South Alrica's
Anglican Archbishop
Desmond Tutu about human
rights abuses in Nigeria; and
message boards inviting no-
tices on topics ranging from

genetically inferior and
“alraid of all people of colour”
focus exclusively on race.

Others, however, are general
discussion Jroups on shorts,

business and music. On one
of the message boards ofler-
ing discussion on topics
ranging from affirmative
action to gender and politics,
the most popular subject was
Caribbean Vacation Spots.

If the topics are so broad,
why a special site for black
users? The answer lies in an
examination of who uses the
Internet. For an electronic
medium which is supposed
to be oblivious to race and
gender, the information su-
perhighway is overwhelm-
ingly dominated by white
men.

Consider these statistics :
North Americans are the
biggest Internet users, with
an estimated 3.4 million
"host” computers linking the
region to the network.

Next comes western Eu-
rope, with one million hosts.
Compare those figures with
Alfrica with its 27,000 hosts;
Central and South America
with 16,000; China — the
world’'s most populous coun-
try — which has only 6.000
connected computers In
September, and it is clear
that industrialised countries
comprise the electronic elite.

Yet even inside the tech-
nologically sophisticated US,
women and blacks have been
slow to stake their claim to
the information age. Surveys
suggest that women com-
prise, at most, a quarter of
Internet users, while the
proportion of "minorities” —
which includes Hispanics
Asians with blacks —
is believed to be about 15 per
cent.

gender, as-
ngly few blacks and women are tak-
ing advantage of the new technology
lene Getz examines the trend for Gﬂmlm

. Ar-

Discussing blacks only.
trend-tracking firm
Yankelovich Partners put the
number of African-American
on-line users at a mere nine
per cent in October 1995.

American social commen-
tators are speculating on the
reasons for cyberspace re-
maining a white man's world.

One of the most frequently
cited is that the on-line
community tends to be popu-
lated by the wealthier and
better-educated. While the
average US household in-
come is 842 400. the average
for "connected” households is
865,800. Similarly, 69 per
cent of subscriber households
have college graduates com-
pared with the 33 per cent
national average.

Given that users have to
spend at least 82,000 on the
computer equipment and
telephone modem required
to link up to the Internet and
given that a disproportionate
number of the US poor is
black. wealth may provide a
partial explanation.

it does not, however, fully
explain the exclusion of
women or the country's sub-
stantial black middle class. A
more subtle reason is that
non-mainstream groups may
not consider US computer
bulletin boards and chat

rooms to be a welcoming en-
vironment,

Most Internet experts
agree that women are more
likely to be "flamed” — on-
line jargon for being sent a
rude message — than men.
Harvard professor Frederick
Schauer also noted in a re-
cent university newsletter
that electronic bulletin
boards over-represented vio-
lence against women. ‘As
long as this remains the case,
then tlie discourse ol the In-
ternet may appear (o many
women more like an elec.

tronic locker rooin than the
new democracy.’ he wrote,
Black users. toou. may leel
equally alienated in a society
where deep racial divisions
have been highhighted by

cases such as the O J Simp-
son murder trial. Siles such,
a8 NelNoir are an attempt to
correct this. but they are un-
likely to do much to narrow
the gap between the infor-
mation haves and have-nots
in the rest of the world.
ARLENE GETZ, a former
southern Africa correspon-
dent now based in Boston,
US. writes a regular column
on news from cyberspace.
Her electronic mail address

s apgetz@aol.com. She wel-
comes commments. but cannot

guarantee replies to all.



