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ABSTRACT

The South African constitution seeksto secur e ecological sustainable development and use of
natural resourceswhile promoting justifiable economic and social development. It is
important to understand how society makes use of natural resourcesin order to seek waysto
advance sustainable use of natural resources while promoting social development.
Environmental assessment and management needs to embrace approaches aimed at
sustainable social development of society such asthe sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA).
The concept of sustainablelivelihoods hasitsrootsin the UN Conference on Environment
and Development (1987) which called for development to integrate all aspects of human
livelihoods and the means that people useto obtain them. The SLA providesa manner in
which to improve understanding of thelivelihoods of poor peoplein termsof their assetsand
capabilities, aswell as, the policies, institutions and processesthat enhance or inhibit their
accessto capital whilst increasing or decreasing their vulnerability. The SLA also examines
therisks, shocks and stresses and how households cope with them and adapt to long term
changesthat affect their livelihoods. Households make use of different assetsand capabilities
to carry out a number of activitiesto sustain their livelihood and thisall contributesto
sustainable development. Livelihoods strategies ar e deemed sustainable or vulnerable
depending on their ability to withstand shocks or stresses. This paper investigates how the
SL A can be used when planning new development activities (e.g. biofuels) and in assessing
the contribution that existing activities have made to sustaining livelihoods.

INTRODUCTION

The South African constitution’s Bill of Rights Siem 24 and NEMA (Act 107 1998) provide the
platform for environmental management to focus eopbe and their needs and to serve their
physical, psychological, developmental, culturad ancial interests equitably. They seek to secure
ecologically sustainable development and use afrabtesources while promoting acceptable
economic and social development. EIA is one ofttiods used by environmental managers to
protect the environment but is often criticisedsbyne who see it as an obstructive process that
keeps people in poverty rather than one that esgutere generations’ resource security (Weaver,
nd). EIA faces the challenge of having to protbeténvironment while contributing to poverty



alleviation and employment creation. A large proiporof the population in Africa rely heavily on
the diminishing natural resources and have a gresd to diversify their livelihood options (ibid).
One view is that it may be important to understhod society makes use of natural resources in
order to seek ways to advance sustainable usewfahaesources while promoting social
development. Environmental assessment and managémesfore needs to embrace approaches
aimed at sustainable social development such amugtainable livelihoods approach (SLA). The
SLA provides a framework for improving understamgai the livelihoods of poor people. This is
based on appreciating their assets and capahikisesell as, the policies, institutions and
processes that enhance or inhibit their accesapitat whilst increasing or decreasing their
vulnerability. This paper aims to contribute toiops for the way forward in environmental
management by exploring the application of thetaanable livelihoods approach to
environmental management.

The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach

The sustainable livelihoods approach provides aeptual framework for understanding the
causes of poverty by analyzing the relationship&éen the germane factors at micro,
intermediate macro levels, and prioritizing intertiens (Meinzen-Dick and Adato, 2001). The
approach is not a panacea but it provides a walyiking about the livelihoods of the poor that
will stimulate debate and reflection on the differéactors that affect livelihoods, the way they
interact and their relative importance within atjgatar setting. The challenge for environmental
management is that for many poor people the dessatisfy basic social needs often overrides the
basic environmental considerations. In a studpéntigh density suburb of Chitungwiza in
Zimbabwe, | found that the poorest of the poor s by cutting down trees for firewood from
near by forests and selling it to other residénEor these people the most important thing was to
put food on their table rather than effects of dedtation or even the risk of being arrested for
cutting down treesThe approach therefore can guide researchers aottjoners in rural (and
urban) development and poverty reduction as itdaaikhe sustainability of the activities, assets
and capabilities of the poor. The approach doegusblook at the sectoral barriers but includes th
context in which people live. It goes beyond theemal standards to include self perceptions by
local communities on who are the poor and what ggwaeeans by taking into account what the
people value (Narayan-Parlkaral, 2000). The SLA also goes beyond those who are poor today
and considers those who are vulnerable and likebettomorrow’s poor (lbid: 3).

A sustainable livelihood can be defined as onedbatprises the capabilities, assets (including
both material and social resources) and activitgsiired for a means of living. Livelihoods

should be broadly seen as the range of assetsctintties used as a means of living. There are
debates surrounding the adjective qualifier “sustialie”. Murray (2002:493) posits that strategies
or policies that have proved to be sustainablbéénpast might not be sustainable in the future and
that it would be naivety to assume that peopleowwgr always make policies for the poor aimed at
poverty reduction. For purposes of this papeneaihood is sustainable when it can cope with and
recover from shocks and stresses and maintainramhee its capabilities and assets both now and
in the future, whilst not undermining natural resias (DFID, 1999). Figure 1 illustrates the
sustainable livelihoods framework and its composient

! This was for my Masters dissertation that lookethe local causes and dynamics of urban food imityc
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Figure 1: The DFID Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (Cahn, 2002)

The three key components to the livelihood framévese capabilities, assets and activities (de
Satge, 2002). These are all influenced by the vabikty context in which people exist and this
includes the trends in population growth, naticarad international economics, shocks or events
such as health problems, earthquakes and seasdnafability of prices. The vulnerability context
also influences how people cope and adapt to staukstresses (Cahn, 2002). Assets can be
tangible and non tangible, these are commonly ifilethias capital. These assets can be physical
capital, human capital, social capital, financipital and natural capifalThe term capital in this
framework refers to a stock that can be storedjractated, exchanged or depleted and put to work
to generate a flow of income or other benefits @land Nkurinziza, 2005). Capabilities are
resources and skills that people posses, can gevealabilize and access which allow them to or
inhibit them from having more/less control overithiwelihood. Households regardless of their
wealth status make use of their assets and caestld carry out a number of activities to sustain
their livelihood. There are however some househitidshave assets but lack the capability to use
them to their advantage.

To strengthen the household livelihood securityalig need to assess and link the micro situation
(household) and the macro condition (De Satge, 200 external environment is dynamic thus
one needs to appreciate the complex pressuremtlu@nce the household livelihood strategies.
Murray (2002) suggests that there is need to défiaetructural, historical and institutional fasto
that exist in the macro scale in order to undetsthe household (micro level). These are referred
to as structures and processes whereby the foefegsto formal structures such as governmental
organisations such as formal laws, regulations.l@tter refers to informal rules (includes culture)
that determine or change access to capital as#bis & livelihood.

The sustainable livelihoods approach has beerisgti for being too micro/household focused. It
has also not been able to help in understandingethgonship between local and supra-local
institutions/policies and how to link this to pgli€Clark and Carney, 2008). Another critique is
the way that the framework depicts the relationshiptween the factors - the problem with this is
that by representing the reality and complexity di’elihood system in a simple and logical way,
you tend to lose the relative importance of sonséofa and the relationships between the factors
(Cahn, 2002). The SLA approach aims to work acses$ors but in reality most government
institutions and organisations work and are furglgmhrately therefore it is not easy to have cross
sectoral development (Carney, 1999; Singh & Gilni®99). There has been criticism over its
failure to provide guidance on how to incorporatedgr, tradition and culture but with the
evolution of the approach these aspects are beahgded for example in the Pacific Sustainable
livelihoods (Cahn, 2002).The approach has beeitisgtl by others who see it as being too
complex, over ambitious and its inability to givéficient practical guidance on the way forward

%2 The Pacific SLA includes traditional capital (Ca002).



(Carney, 1999:5). However the approach is not agrint on rural development or poverty
alleviation rather it is an analytical frameworkielinseeks to guide the thinking behind
development planning and intervention (Cahn, 2002).

Where Are We Going?

Sustainable social development should appreciatentiin factors that affect poor people’s
livelihoods and the relationships between themsTWwould assist in the planning and
implementation of more effective development inggmions. Using the SLA as a tool one can get
an understanding of the vulnerability context inakhpoor households operate in as well as the
assets they draw on to support their livelihooddn¥rability context includes resource
degradation or regeneration, economic indicatongleyment opportunities, seasonality in
resource availability, prices and agricultural pratibn. The sustainable livelihoods approach is
used because it starts off by identifying the @xgsassets and strategies available to the poor and
from this it's possible to identify entry pointsrfimtervention.

The approach has been used by development agenctesis Oxfam, Danida, World Bank and the
Food and Agriculture Organization. However the DEed to promote SLA but has moved from
using the SLA approach for a number of reason<hark and Carney (2008) note that the SLA
can still be adapted to deal with the current grotd such as the challenges that affect agricultural
and natural resource productivity, and technicalés for example on ground water management,
rural economy and fragile states. The New Zealatethational Aid and Development Agency has
also adopted this tool and noted that this appraaeffective as it facilitates development thad ha
significant sustainable impacts on poverty reduc{idZAID, 2007). Meinzen-Dick and Adato,
(2001) note that there is need to understand psdplelihoods in order to develop integrated
natural resource management practices that arestiéstl for the complex livelihoods strategies
especially among the poor. Environmental scienseakch therefore needs to embrace
development tools such as the sustainable livetie@pproach to ensure sustainable social
development.

New development initiatives such as the biofuelisidy need to understand the rural livelihoods
context to achieve rural development and povetgveition. The introduction of biofuels would
impact on rural livelihoods assets such as landervéood security, gender equality and health,
therefore imposing this new development initiativiehout understanding the context in which this
will occur will not be sustainable. Poverty is asfehe most compelling challenges confronting
humankind and the World Bank posits that policageted directly at the poor can barely thrive
except if governments know who the poor are and tih@y respond to policies and to their
environment (World Bank, 1990). The sustainablelihoods approach is still evolving as
strengths and weaknesses emerge and discussiditaieohike other tools, its success depends
both on how well the approach captures the resldfdife and how sensitively, inclusively and
adeptly the approach is used in practice. Envirortatenanagement research should, in future try
to incorporate the sustainable livelihoods approdble approach understands the differences
between groups of people and works with them irag thiat is compatible with their current
livelihood strategies, social environment and &ptlb adapt leading to sustainable social
development.
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