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Rationale and Key Principles

There are various kinds of poverty. A traditional focus of development involved addressing income poverty, and the inability of an individual to acquire needed goods and services in the market place. This poverty focus emphasized creation of employment as the primary remedy. Poverty has more recently been understood in a multifaceted way. Poverty can be viewed as a lack of basic capabilities (economic, human, political, and socio-cultural) and protective conditions needed for living in dignity (OECD, 2001). It can also be understood as a deprivation in well-being. Various constituents of well-being have been proposed. The Millenium Ecosystem Assessment viewed well-being as composed of 5 components: security (including personal safety, secure resource access, and security from disasters), basic material for a good life (including adequate livelihoods, sufficient nutritious food, shelter, and access to goods), health (including strength, feeling well, and access to clean air and water), good social relations (including social cohesion, mutual respect, and the ability to help others), and freedom of choice and action (the opportunity to be able to achieve what an individual values doing and being; MEA Synthesis 2003, p. 6). In the case of the last element, poverty can be characterized as “not having a choice at all”, or a lack of any meaningful choices. Even if one has meaninful choices over the short term, poverty might also exist where there is a lack of stability and predictability to plan one's life over the long term and, hence, control over who one becomes through one's choices. A lack of participation in planning one's community's future (for example, due to various forms of descrimination) is a also a kind of poverty. This poverty is reflected in a democratic deficit and a lack of features associated with a robust understanding of citizenship that calls for broad inclusivity, participation, and collective deliberation. Various indicators can be developed to identify poverty (e.g., going to bed after 24 hours without a single meal) while others are context sensitive.

Distinctions can also be made between absolute poverty (those measures of poverty where one is considered poor for falling below a given standard) as well as relative poverty (those forms of poverty tied to features of one's life in relation to other members of one's community--for example, the inequality of wealth and power reflected in disparities between the rich and the poor).

Poverty can also be understood in terms of one's exposure to risk. In this case one's poverty is understood as one's vulnerability or exposure to particular hazards in one's natural and human environments. This type of poverty is reflected in a lack of viable coping strategies, whether to natural disasters (e.g. earthquakes, torrential rains, drought, etc.) or to human disruptions (e.g., job loss).

In terms of sustainable development, eradication of poverty has been a central focus to the extent poverty undermines human capital and quality of life. At the same time, it also undermines natural capital and ecosystem health by being a source of environmental degradation (for example, through excessive farming and grazing, overfishing, bush burning and destruction of forests). Poverty can force one to live day by day, leading to a lack of ability to plan for the lengthy time horizons implicit in sustainable development (where one places substantial weight on the well-being of future generations in decision making).

Livelihoods comprise both market and non-market activities (e.g., voluntary, citizen, faith, family) whereby one attempts to achieve various livelihood goals or outcomes. A livelihood includes the various assets one controls along with the capabilities or substantive freedoms these make possible in a given setting. In light of one's institutional and organizational context along with the risks one faces, a person then devises various livelihood strategies. 

One of the ways of reducing poverty and advancing wellbeing is the sustainable livelihoods approach. Such an approach puts people at the centre of development and highlights their strengths rather than their needs. It provides a mechanism for coherent analysis of livelihood including risk and vulnerability as well as avenues for poverty reduction including programs and policies. Sustainable livelihoods focus on human well-being and sustainability rather than just employment and economic growth. It strengthens people's assets and ability to respond to opportunities while minimizing vulnerability/exposure to risk. Such an approach is able to incorporate the multidimensionality of poverty. It informs not only efforts to understand and analyse poverty but also, crucially, development interventions. Lack of sustainable livelihoods frequently lead to further unsustainable practices including warfare and mass migrations of people. As such it is central to sustainable development.

Role of RCEs in the Areas of Well-being, Livelihood, and Poverty Reduction

RCEs are able to provide a distinct vehicle to advance action research into the diverse forms of education needed to advance sustainable livelihoods within a region and globally. RCEs advance practical, situated research providing alternatives to modern development and existing systems of production and consumption. The added value of RCEs includes the societal or informal learning that can take place through real-life based projects coming into being through the cooperation of multiple actors, including universities, private industry, schools, NGOs, and local governments. RCEs can then provide grounded educational case studies surrounding a particular livelihood strategy or cluster of livelihoods within a region. Education can also take place regarding unsustainable aspects of these livelihoods and the scientific knowledge needed to understand the livelihood context in a particular region through the lens of sustainability. What features of these livelihoods promote or undermine human well-being and ecosystem health? What types of education are most appropriate to address making livelihood opportunities in a region that are more sustainable? In general this involves raising awareness of the links between people's livelihood choices, other livelihoods (now and in the future) and the natural environment. This can include finding ways of connecting users of resources to nature and creating spaces that allow resource users and their communities to take individual and collective responsibility. Through RCEs, collaborative and consultative processes can be established to create more sustainable livelihood options.

Challenges and RCE Responses

RCEs have taken a number of approaches to advancing sustainable livelihoods in their regions. These include education for specific livelihood strategies including those that develop intermediate technologies and appropriate skills needed to mitigate and adapt to sustainability challenges such as climate change. These build on all forms of knowledge, including traditional knowledge. RCEs also have made efforts to educate decision makers and thereby alter programs and policies at various geographic scales impacting local and regional efforts.

Education Regarding Sustainable Lifestyle Choices

RCEs can assist in developing toolkits to assist individuals in evaluating their liveihoods against criteria for sustainable livelihoods. This can include exploring underlying values as well as improving skills related to critical thinking and judgement in relation to livelihoods. Rob O'Donoghue of RCE Makana Rural Eastern Cape notes how his RCE is working on the issue of lifestyles: “this is a new challenge to us where we are finding it important to use a capabilities approach with differing choices and a scoring system to help people choose what is best for them and the environment. What has been most interesting to us is that this is usually a case of no contest around which choices are best for the environment and quality lifestyle that is satisfying to informed people.”

RCEs Working to Enhance the Sustainability of Specific Regional Livelihoods

Some RCEs are working to tackle livelihood challenges specifically as it relates to issues of market supply and demand and reducing livelihood vulnerability due to market variabilities. Ali Bukar Ahmad notes how RCE Kano is using the sustainable livelihoods approach to help rural farm livelihoods become more sustainable. The RCE is seeking to balance consumption and production of farm produce. Seventy percent of the people living within the sphere of the RCE's influence are farmers. Most of the production is seasonal, with products hitting the market all at once lowering prices with no preservation techniques. “In our efforts to strengthen this asset of theirs, we fabricated solar dryers to be drying the excess tomatoes produced by the farmers, for packaging and later sale. It is estimated that, in just one year 300,000 tonnes of tomato will be saved ... from perishing and that means an estimated income of about $6,578,947 per annum” for farmers. 

RCEs Working to Support the Community Asset Base from Which to Construct Livelihoods

RCEs are also working to establish community resources and supporting educational resources to advance sustainable livelihoods. Jim Taylor and Dick Kachilonda note “a recent development has been the establishment of a sustainability commons at the Makana RCE and KwaZulu-Natal RCE in South Africa.  A Sustainability Commons is a rich and diverse pool of sustainability-focused technologies, tools and learning; whose resources are used locally for the benefit of the community and the environment.... A wide range of technologies are being installed both to achieve greater sustainability as well as to provide sites of learning and experimentation with new and innovative methods of sustainable living.  These technologies range from rain-water harvesting tanks (with first flow excluders), parabolic sun-stoves (for cooking), photo-voltaic cells for powering electric devices and even wet-ink-based printing machines which use sunlight energy.  A resource book is also proposed that will document and summarise the technologies and provide instructions for their construction, or purchase, installation and use.  Such practical approaches are proving effective in for-grounding participatory processes that include dialogue and deliberation and enable people to develop competence that is situated in the local context and addresses particular needs that are relevant to more sustainable living in their area.”

RCEs Using Livelihood Approaches to Respond to Specific SD Issue Areas

RCEs have identified a number of issue areas in sustainable development requiring a regional focus. These can include issue areas such as climate change, loss of specific ecosystem services, biodiversity loss, water scarcity, and lack of food security. RCEs are in a position to use sustainable livelihood approaches to explore concrete avenues to address these issues. Neelima Jerath notes how a livelihood approach is being used to address the problem of an invasive species in the RCE Chandigarh region: “Water hyacinth (Eichhornia crassipes of Family Pontederiaceae) is a free floating fresh water plant. It originated in the Amazon Basin and was introduced into many parts of the world as an ornamental plant due to its beautiful flowers but due to its higher rate of proliferation, it is regarded as a major invasive alien species. The Punjab State Council for Science & Technology (PSCST) where RCE- Chandigarh is located, has been exploring ways and means of removing/ utilizing this weed.... A pilot project was taken up by the Council with Dept. of Forests, GOP, and a local NGO, under which techniques for extracting fibre from dried water hyacinth have been standardized for making various handicraft items such as purses, hats, bags, conference folders, boxes, baskets, sleepers, etc. Under this project the male members in the villages manually extract water hyacinth from the village ponds and allow it to dry for 7-10 days. The fibre is then extracted and either woven on the handloom to form mats or tied to form braids. The village women prepare handicrafts from these braids and mats and decorate them. On an average 200 water hyacinth plants can be manually plucked by a person in one day.  This project provides livelihood to 80-100 people for about 20 days in a month.”

Use of a Sustainable Livelihoods Approach to Engage and Educate Policy Makers

Sustainable livelihoods at its core reflects a robust understanding of citizenship and what it means to have control over one's own life within a global market economy. As such, it is able to be used effectively as a lens when developing and analysing public policy documents. Roger Petry notes how RCE Saskatchewan made use of the sustainable development issue areas identified by the RCE and a livelihoods focus in providing a constructive critique of the provincial government's proposed energy strategies. The RCE was able to offer advice and provide written briefs based on faculty input within the RCE at two public consultations where it advocated for a greater use of renewable energy in the province's energy future.

Use of a Sustainable Livelihoods Lens in Evaluating ESD Strategies

The sustainable livelihoods approach can be usefully combined with other theoretical approaches in evaluating ESD strategies. The following publication by RCEs that has already been shared examines how a sustainable livelihoods approach can be integrated with one advancing sustainable production and consumption:

Petry, Roger, Zinaida Fadeeva, Olga Fadeeva, Helen Hasslof , Asa Hellstrom , Jos Hermans, Yoko Mochizuki, Kerstin Sonesson, “Educating for sustainable production and consumption and sustainable livelihoods: learning from multi-stakeholder networks”. Sustainability Science vol. 6, Issue 1 (2011): 83-96.

Paper Abstract: This paper examines how education for sustainable development (ESD) can be concretely advanced

using the theoretical approaches of sustainable consumption and production (SCP) and sustainable livelihoods

 (SL). Five case examples illustrate a diverse set of strategic educational interventions focusing on: (1) education

 of specific organizational actors about these theoretical

 frameworks illustrated with case examples (such as SCP

 training by the United Nations University Institute of

 Advanced Studies [UNU-IAS] and CSR-Asia of government and business representatives), (2) regional education

 strategies focused on production and consumption in

 specific sectors (such as the food sector in Skane,

 Sweden), (3) social learning directed at innovation for

 sustainable development (such as competitions of solar

 boats developed by universities in the region of Friesland,

 the Netherlands), (4) education of consumers and firms

 made possible by the adoption of certification systems

 affirming SCP and SL (such as Cradle-to-Cradle certification of a paper company in the Netherlands or the establishment of Fair Trade cities in Sweden), or (5)

 reorienting communities to address underutilized productive physical capital within communities (such as the

 sharing productive capital project in rural areas of Saskatchewan, Canada). The cases are drawn from the projects that the UNU-IAS, four of its regional centers of

expertise (RCE) on ESD and other affiliates have

 conducted. In addition to documenting the educational

 processes emerging from specific regions, the paper

 highlights findings related to the success of these projects

 and opportunities for further research, including regional

 and inter-regional approaches.

