
INTRODUCTION

There’s a lot of information about climate change

which is floating around the world and it is usually defined

as the “average weather” in a place which includes

patterns of temperature, precipitation (rain or snow),

humidity, wind and seasons1. But the climate change is

taking place due to emission and accumulation of

greenhouse gases (GHGs) in the atmosphere. According

to Banuri and Opschoor (2007)2  it proves fatalistic
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ABSTRACT

Climate change is a well known fact around the world and nations are trying hard in preventing the fatal consequences

of climate change. One of the major impacts of climate change is poverty and developing countries fall prey to this

easily. But it is only the human activities are to be blamed which enhanced natural resource depletion, loss of lives,

food insecurity, economy diminition etc. Climate change effects the monsoon upon which agriculture is based. In the

recent years due to draught or insufficient monsoon, Indian farmers have opted to suicide as they are not in sound

economic condition to return debts to the banks. Displacement of inhabitants at particular regions is exhausting the

land of that region and also affects the biodiversity. Therefore, to combat the problems (arisen because of climate

change) nations have adopted sustainable livelihood which is missioned to eradicate poverty around the globe.

Various agencies are also made which are promoting sustainable livelihood such as UNDP, DFID and CARE. In this

article besides understanding the interlinkages between climate change and “Sustainable Livelihood”, I have tried to

answer the question that whether climate change is a challenge to attain sustainable livelihood and how does the

sustainable livelihood contribute to reduce poverty.
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dangers to life and much of its impacts are already “locked

in”. Climate change being an emergent and urgent issue

contributed by human activities, creates changes that are

far more rapid and dangerous than it was thought3. The

climate change and extreme events also poses devastating

impacts on communities, causing loss of life, human

suffering, and the destruction of the infrastructure and

natural resource base upon which many livelihoods

depend4. It also leads to loss of economy, displacement,

food insecurity, spirals the worsening conditions and
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1. ‘Department of ecology, state of Washington’ <http://www.ecy.wa.gov/climatechange/whatis.htm>accessed on 11 March
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2. Tariq Banuri and Hans Opschoor,‘Climate Change and Sustainable Development’ (2007) Economic and Social Affairs 1(DESA

Working Paper No. 56)

3. The precise statement is- IPCC, 2007 now has “very high confidence that the globally averaged net effect of human activities

since 1750 has been one of warming”.

4. Sustainable Livelihoods & Climate Change Adaptation’, A Review of Phase One Activities for the Project on, “Climate

Change, Vulnerable Communities and Adaptation, (2004)
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challenge to attain improved livelihood, especially to

developing countries. For poorest and vulnerable groups

who are living at vulnerable lands, experience

deteriorating environmental conditions that undermine their

livelihoods and capacity to cope with disasters. However,

the concept of sustainable livelihood is playing a favorable

role to achieve improved living condition through

expunging poverty and for this UNDP, DFID, and CARE

has taken the initiative and dealing with the arrived

challenges differently.

Understanding climate change:

Climate change is the variation in Earth’s global

climate change or in regional climates5. It results from

various reasons such as an offshoot of Earth’s natural

processes or because of human activities. It is “a change

which is attributed directly or indirectly to human activity

that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and

which is in addition to natural climate variability observed

over comparable time periods”6. However only the natural

processes are not the major factors for climate change,

the broad scientific consensus explains that largely the

warming in recent decades is due to human activities.

The solar energy passing through the atmosphere is

absorbed by Earth’s surface and the significant part it is

reflected back to the same. The increase in concentration

of Carbon dioxide (CO
2
) in atmosphere caused by GHGs

resulting from various economic activities such as

transport, industries, and land use which are often relied

on fossil fuels are the foremost reasons behind

anthropogenic climate change. The average atmospheric

carbon dioxide concentration in the earth’s atmosphere

is about 407.98 ppm, in January 2018 according to NOAA

data, the findings are based on measurements made at

the Mauna Loa Observatory in Hawaii7. CO
2
 currently

constitutes 77 per cent of the global warming whereas

increase in Methane is due to agricultural sources (such

as abundance of rice cultivation) and land use change

causes deforestation8. Chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs),

hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), perfluorocarbons (PFCs) and

Sulphur hexafluoride (SF6) are “man-made” gases9  that

are included in GHGs which tends to increase in surface

temperature leading to unprecedented change in climate

and is a major reason behind Ozone (O
3
) layer depletion.

Some Facts about Sustainable Livelihood:

The term sustainable livelihood deals with the

broader areas and approaches to eradicate poverty and

it is found to be too narrow as it deals only upon limited

areas i.e. manifestations of poverty, low income,  while

ignoring the other aspects of poverty, such as vulnerability

and social exclusion. The idea of sustainable livelihood

was first introduced by the Brundtland Commission on

Environment and Development as a way of linking

socioeconomic and ecological considerations, and the

concept was majorly expanded for its achievement as a

broader goal for poverty eradication in the context of

Agenda 21 by United Nations Conference on

Environment and Development (UNCED), 1992, stating

that- sustainable livelihoods could serve as an ‘integrating

factor that allows policies to address development,

sustainable resource management, and poverty

eradication simultaneously’10.

“A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets

(stores, resources, claims and access) and activities

required for a means of living: a livelihood is

sustainable which can cope with and recover from

stress and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities

and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood

opportunities for the next generation; and which

contributes net benefits to other livelihoods at the

local and global levels and in the short and long

term”11 - a composite definition of sustainable rural

livelihood which is commonly used at household level,

5. Rajya Sabha Secretariat, Climate Change: Challenges To Sustainable Development In India, , (2008)1

6. United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Article 1.

7. Earth System Research Laboratory <https://www.esrl.noaa.gov/gmd/ccgg/trends/index.html> accessed 2 March 2018

8. Banuri and Opschoor (n 2) 2.

9. Ibid(n 5) 2.

10. Lasse Krantz, ‘The Sustainable Livelihood Approach to Poverty Reduction An Introduction’ (2001) SIDA 6

11. Robert Chambers and Gordon Conway, ‘Sustainable Rural Livelihoods: Practical Concepts for the 21st Century’ (1991) 6

<http://publications.iwmi.org/pdf/H_32821.pdf> accessed 7 March 2017
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proposed by Robert Chambers and Gordon Conway in

1992.

A new modified definition has been proposed by

Ian Scoones of IDS- “A livelihood comprises the

capabilities, assets (including both material and social

resources) and activities required for a means of

living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope

with and recover from stresses and shocks, maintain

or enhance its capabilities and assets, while not

undermining the natural resource base”12.

Livelihood, therefore, are the means, activities and

entitlements by which living is made by people13.

There are three perceptions into poverty which

supports the sustainable livelihood approach. They are:

First, is the realization that while economic growth

is essential to reduce poverty, but these are not

automatically related as it depends upon the poor to take

advantage of expanding economic opportunities.

Second, there is realization that poverty is not just

a question of low income but it also includes other

dimensions such as- poor health, illiteracy,

malnourishment, etc. as well as state of vulnerability and

the feeling of powerlessness.

Finally, it is now discerned that poor already now

their situation therefore, they are needed to get involved

in policies and projects for their betterment.

The major components of livelihood  is the portfolio

of assets which includes Tangible assets, such as stores

(food stocks, stores of value such as gold, jewellery, cash

savings) and resources (land, water, trees, livestock, farm

equipment), and other is Intangible assets such as claims

(demands and appeals which can be made for material,

moral or other practical support). The principles of

Sustainable Livelihood Approach laid down by

Department for International Development are: 1) People-

Centered, 2) Being Holistic, 3) Dynamic, 4) Building on

strengths, 5) Macro-micro links, 6) Sustainability.

Climate Change as a Challenge to Sustainable

Livelihood:

The issue of Climate change is serious which is not

hidden from anybody’s eyes and it is the most complex

problems facing by mankind today, therefore climate

change has not remained an isolated issue. The Earth’s

climate is changing due to infinite human activities,

interfering the natural processes and the change is far

more rapid as well as dangerous. “According to an

ongoing temperature analysis conducted by scientists at

NASA’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies (GISS), the

average global temperature on Earth has increased by

about 0.8° Celsius (1.4° Fahrenheit) since 1880”14. But

question arrives, why one degree of warming

(temperature rising) should be cared as the temperature

fluctuates by many degrees every day.  The study reveals

that global temperature rising depends upon the energy

the planet receives from the Sun and how much it radiates

back into space which largely depends upon chemical

composition of the atmosphere, the amount of heat-

trapping greenhouse gases 15. It takes one or two degrees

to plunge the Earth into little Ice-Age and five degrees to

cover large part of North-America under ice. Climate

change has already begun to impose costs (e.g., in the

form of heat waves, frequency of extreme events, and

recession of glaciers)16.

The increase in use of fossil fuel globally has also

boosted the green house gases emission resulting into

rise in temperature as it takes longer time to escape from

Earth. If the speed of temperature rise remains the same

then it would potentially cause more catastrophic impacts

on ecosystem, accelerate migration, scarcity of food and

water supply, increase in disease and epidemics.

Moreover, it will cost into risk of irreversible system

12. Ian Scoones, ‘Sustainable Rural Livelihoods A Framework For Analysis’ ‘Ids Working Paper 72,  <https://www.staff.ncl.ac.uk/

david.harvey/AEF806/Sconnes1998.pdf> accessed 10 April 2017; see also  ‘Livelihoods perspectives and rural development,

journal of peasant studies’ (2009) 36(1) <http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.472.6982&rep=rep1&

type=pdf> accessed 10 April 17

13. Sustainable Livelihoods: Concepts, Principles and Approaches to Indicator Development,<https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/

2bf6/c52654251b0cba69ddd0c33de56c093ac2c0.pdf?_ga=2.207710353.2063571996.1520018872-1523466827.1520018872>

accessed 2 March 2018

14. <https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/Features/WorldOfChange/decadaltemp.php> accessed 3 March 2018

15. Banuri and Opschoor (n 2).

16. Ibid.
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changes. The results of climate change are leading to

contrasting impacts on different countries depending

upon local/regional environmental conditions and on

differences in vulnerability to climate change. For e.g.

Coastal areas are submerging in millimeters resulting into

displacement of the inhabitants, animals, damaging

biodiversity and also affecting the ‘tourism industry’ which

is choking the economy of States and it is likely to

undermine the sustainability of livelihoods as well as

development. The developing countries experience worst

impacts because of the geographical locations, lesser

mechanisms for disaster resilient strategies and because

of having more vulnerable social, institutional and physical

infrastructures in comparison to developed States. Even

melting of glaciers from polar and higher altitude regions

(mountainous areas) is affecting the biodiversity,

population of animals living in those regions as it becomes

difficult for them to find their hunt, leads to water scarcity

due to melting glaciers which are the rich source of fresh

water. Population of people interested in visiting to

mountainous regions during summers also drops, again

effecting tourism industry as well as snatch the earnings

of the inhabitants as the major portion of economy comes

from tourism. People living near unstable or marginal

lands, such as steep slopes or floodplains, accelerate their

exposure to the impacts of climate hazards17. Therefore,

it will not be wrong to say that climate change is a

challenge to sustainable livelihood. We already know the

purpose of sustainable livelihood is poverty eradication

and climate change poses a serious threat to achieve the

same. According to the Stern Review, the rise in

temperature by 1o C may cause severe impacts to crop

yields in many developing countries causing rising number

of people at the risk of hunger; mountain glaciers

disappear will lead a threat to water supplies in several

areas and the rise in sea level threatens major world cities

including London, Shanghai, New York, Tokyo and Hong

Kong; intensity of storms, forest fires, droughts, flooding

and heat waves exceeds its arriving frequency causing

increase in damage costs; onset of irreversible melting

of the Greenland ice sheet18.

It is seen that there is unfocused, sparse and

fragmented literature links between climate change and

sustainable development19. According to a number of

scientists we are living in a new weather regime with

extreme conditions20  and in the course of 21st century,

average temperature could increase by 5o C. It is claimed

that we are playing havoc to environment, upsetting the

ecological interdependence21.

However it is noted that the GHGs from China

carries the same weight from USA emitting GHGs and

one country’s emissions cause another country’s problem

of climate change. Therefore to mitigate the problem of

climate change, a collective work by nations should be

initiated. The climate vulnerability also has a strong link

to poverty. Millions of people around the world are been

forced to cope with the impacts of climate change which

is often with the poorest. Exposure of people to droughts,

extreme weather conditions, heat waves, storms, and

devastating floods drives the life of poor to be miserable

holding back the efforts made by them to improve their

livelihood and build a better life.

Today the way the world is dealing with the problem

of climate change is directly affecting the human

development prospects of poor majorly in developing

countries. “Deep inequalities within States and disparities

between ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ is creating the efforts

undermined to build an egalitarian world order”22. The

thrust of global warming led by climate change is specially

beard by poor. Accumulation and built-up of GHGs in

atmosphere is fundamentally changing the forecast for

future generations23. Economist, Jaffrey Sachs holds that

climate change, world’s population, resource use and

poverty are interrelated and about one-sixth of the world

17. Ibid (n 4)

18. ‘The Economics Of Climate Change’, Part III, <http://unionsforenergydemocracy.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/

sternreview_report_complete.pdf> accessed 3 March 2018

19. Banuri and Opschoor (n 2) 7

20. Ross Gelbspan, ‘Addressing Climate Chaos’,in Surviving the Century, edited by Herbert Girardet, Earthscan, London (2007)

21. Ibid (n 5) 3.

22. Ibid (n 6).

23. Ibid.
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remains trapped in extreme poverty unrelieved by global

economic growth. Poverty creates hardships for poor

and greater economic risk for rest of the population24.

The issue of “unfair” trade is also expanding because

of the debate- trade-and-climate change. International

trade law and the domestic law of trading states, has

recognized that pricing imports below certain levels (due

to “dumping” by foreign exporters or subsidies by foreign

government) is a form of unfair trade that should be

compensated where it harms domestic industries25. The

fossil fuels are the most subsidized energy resources

worldwide resulting into lower price for end users which

encourage increased consumption of fossil fuel not only

in vehicles but also used to operate machineries in

industries. Because of increased use of fossil fuel the

level of CO
2
 and other GHGs rises contributing to climate

change. Therefore they call for reform in national energy

policies with a focus on efficient and sustainable energy

pricing and according to this perception, “efficient energy

pricing is the inescapable principle on which rests the

future of sustainable economic growth”26.

The climate change as worsening effects to

sustainable livelihood which poses a challenge to achieve

the same as it affects agriculture in gruesome ways. It

has impacts on agricultural inputs such as water for

irrigation, prevalence of pests as well as amount of solar

radiation useful for crop growth. According to the Third

Assessment Report of IPCC, 2001, the climate change

would seriously hit the poorest countries by effecting

agriculture resulting into reduction of agricultural

products. Water scarcity in tropical and sub-tropical

regions would reduce crop yield. Though the climate

change proves as ‘boon’ to some countries like increase

in the area of arable land at higher altitudes due to melting

of ice but at the same time ‘bane’ to another country by

reducing the area of arable land at the regions situated

near coastline due to submergence of land by rising sea

level. Agriculture being foremost for food security is the

primary source of livelihood and if it is affected, the

production in developing countries of Asia and Africa is

also getting adversely affected by climate change, risking

the livelihoods of rural poor making them vulnerable to

food security manifold. In India the monsoon shifts upon

which our agriculture depends, poses a threat to

agriculture and therefore to the economy and food

security. The food insecurity in India puts the poor farmers

on pressure to commit suicide because reduction in crops

productivity and also poses on serious pressure to return

loans taken from banks. Between the year 2014and 2015

farmer suicides inIndia spiked by over 40 per cent. While

2014 saw 5,650 farmer suicides, the figure crossed 8,007

in 2015 because of the two straight years of drought in

the said years, according to the government sources

produced to The Indian Express27. In fact, according to

the University of California, Berkeley have come to the

conclusion that even an increase of 1C on an average

day may cost 67 lives i.e. 67 more suicides in India28.

Therefore from the above discussion, it will be apt

to claim that “climate change complicates the efforts to

end poverty”29  because of the fact that it hits the poorest

people the hardest who are living in vulnerable areas with

few resources to recover or adapt the shocks. As the

effects of climate change worsen, it creates an absolute

difficulty to escape from poverty30.  It was found under

a long survey of households in Andhra Pradesh, India

that 14 per cent of households were able to escape

poverty while 12 per cent of households became

impoverished; of those who slid into poverty, 44 per cent

24. Jeffrey D. Sachs, Common Wealth: Economics for a Crowded Planet (ISBN 13: 9780713999198, Allen Lane 2008) 6

25. Ibid(n 5) 7.

26. N.K. Singh, The Politics of Change: A Ringside View, (ISBN-10: 067008137X, ISBN-13: 978-0670081370 Penguin India, 2007)

124

27. <http://indianexpress.com/article/india/in-80-farmer-suicides-due-to-debt-loans-from-banks-not-moneylenders-4462930/>

accessed 3 March 2018

28. Michael Safi, ‘Suicides of nearly 60,000 Indian farmers linked to climate change, study claims’ The Guardian (Delhi, 31 July

2017) <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/jul/31/suicides-of-nearly-60000-indian-farmers-linked-to-climate-

change-study-claims> accesses 18 February 2018

29. <http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2015/02/06/climate-change-complicates-efforts-end-poverty> accessed 21

February 2018

30. Ibid.
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cited weather events as a cause31.

Role Played by Sustainable Livelihood to Reduce

Poverty:

Every program runs with a vision and its framework

plays a crucial role to give it a kick start. DFID also

developed a framework endeavoring to provide a way

of thinking about livelihoods to reduce poverty. As we

have already discussed about the sustainable livelihood

and its approach is to reduce poverty, sustainability and

empowerment processes (e.g., participation, gender

empowerment, and good governance),32  but there are

three basic features which every approach has in

common. First is that approach focuses on livelihoods

as poverty reduction is its foremost aim. Those second

may be that it rejects the ordinary sectoral entry point

(e.g. agriculture, water, or health) and rather starts for

an examination from claiming people’s current vocation

frameworks to identify a proper intervention. The last

characteristic is its emphasis on involving people in the

identification and implementation of activities where

appropriate33.  However, sustainable development

approach does not address all aspects of livelihoods of

the poor. In fact the main aim is to employ a holistic

perspective to identify those areas where an intervention

could be necessary for an effective reduction of poverty,

either at the local level or at the policy level34. But the

fact cannot be denied that it provides a great help to

“subsistence farmer in the off-season or during drought

becomes a wage laborer and could later revert back to

farming when it is time to plough the field”35. The

conceptual framework within which Sustainable livelihood

is developed by International Institute for Sustainable

Development (IISD) which combines both the concepts

(sustainable livelihood i.e. local knowledge, science and

technology, and policy structures and sustainable

development which includes economic efficiency,

environmental integrity, and human well being).

The three development agencies, United Nations

Development Programme (UNDP), DFID, and CARE

use sustainable livelihood approach in different ways while

working. Sustainable livelihood promotion is a part of

UNDP’s Sustainable Human Development (SHD)

mandate, adopted in 1995, which includes- poverty

eradication, employment and sustainable livelihoods,

gender, protection and regeneration of the environment,

and governance. UNDP employs an asset-based

approach, emphasizing the people’s promotion of access

to and sustainable use of assets upon which they rely to

reduce poverty and its prime aim is the technological

advancements as a means to pull out the people from

poverty36.

Whereas DFID and CARE, being an International

Nongovernmental Organization have different approaches

to reduce poverty from that of UNDP. CARE focuses

on helping the poorest and the most vulnerable through

relief work and has used Household Livelihood Security

(HLS) as a framework for programme analysis, design,

monitoring, and evaluation which emphasizes a capacity

building approach to development, relief activities and

encouraging people for active participation instead of

being passive recipients of external help i.e. strengthening

the poor people’s capability to enable them to take

initiatives to secure their own livelihoods37.  Basically two

levels of empowerment are done by CARE: Personal

empowerment which refers to enhancing people’s

confidence and skills (their human capital) to overcome

constraints in economic sphere, and Social empowerment

refers to establishment of existing, representative,

community-based organizations to build up the capacity

for community members to plan and implement priority

development activities. DFID aims at eliminating poverty

from poorer countries and its foremost strategy is

commitment to those ‘policies and actions which promote

31. Ibid.

32. Ibid (n 13).

33. Krantz (n 10) 11

34. Ibid.

35. Ibid (n 17).

36. Krantz (n 10) 12.

37. Ibid (n 15).
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sustainable livelihoods’38.

Besides these agencies climate policies benefits the

poor over both long as well as short terms when

accompanied by appropriate social policies such as by

increasing the cost of energy i.e. ‘carbon pricing’ in which

use of carbon is costly to lower its emissions and can

create revenue from polluters39. By creating strong,

flexible social safety nets can catch the poor before they

could into poverty, i.e. by providing emergency support,

effective social protection systems which could help in

increased access to basic services for the poor, to health

care, and to financial services such as loans to help rebuild

or build businesses. ‘Illicit activities such as illegal gold

mining and logging, and the cocaine trade – all of which

are environmentally destructive but lucrative – are

economic drivers in many regions of the country, boosting

incomes and, ironically, human development’40.

Conclusion:

From the previous discussion it is lucent that

sustainable livelihood plays crucial role in poverty

eradication but every coin has two sides and therefore

besides the advantageous part of sustainable livelihood it

has some disadvantages in its pocket. As sustainable

livelihood’s approach is toward sectors which only tend

to pre-determine area of economic activity of people

should be focused, may to addressing only one livelihood

38 Diana Carney, ‘Approaches to Sustainable Livelihoods for the Rural Poor’ (1999)ODI Poverty Briefing No.2, ODI, London

<https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/3093.pdf> accessed 27 February 2018

39. Ibid (n 29)

40. Dan Collyns, ‘Why Climate Change Threatens Peru’s Poverty Reduction Mission’ (The Guardian, 13 December 2013)

<https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2013/dec/13/undp-climate-change-peru-poverty-reduction>

accessed 3March 2018

41. Krantz (n 10) 21.

42. Sachs (n 24)

of people and not necessarily the aspect that is the most

relevant to the poor41. Moreover it is facilitating the

understanding for cause of poverty by focusing direct

and indirect factors behind. Even it makes possible for

the ‘poorest of poor’ to act as efficient active decision

makers to shape their livelihood in their own way.

However the sustainable livelihood doesn’t discuss the

strategy for identifying poor. Therefore through basic

knowledge about economic, social, cultural, and

institutional situation in a locality will be helpful to know

about the whereabouts (identity, characteristics, and

particular circumstances) of the poor. As the climate

change is proving a greater brunt to sustainable livelihood

but it cannot be denied that Political, cultural, religious,

social, economic, biological and geo-physical factors

altogether produce a variety of functions, processes and

products, which shape the way a community makes a

living in a given ecozone42.  By climate change adaptation

such as ecosystem management and restoration activities

such as watershed rehabilitation, agro ecology, and forest

landscape a better livelihood can be obtained as vulnerable

communities can maintain local safety nets and expand

the range of options for coping with disruptive shocks

and trends but careful examination of current and

anticipated climate- livelihoods should be followed. A

compromise under Kyoto Protocol reached to separate

climate and development as two independent goals.
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