
Chapter 3
Environment

Population growth, the environment and 
development are undeniably linked. Today, 
1.2 billion adolescents1 Ð the largest generation in 
history Ð are entering reproductive age, making 
it more important than ever to strike a balance 
between the needs of an increasing population 
and the need to conserve natural resources and 
environments.2 Integrating reproductive health 
activities and objectives into environmental 
programmes is essential to this balance.
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Meeting the need for family planning services can reduce pressure 
on natural resources.

Quick Facts

In the year 2000, 508 million people lived in 31 countries challenged by 
water-stresses or water-scarcity. By 2025, 3 billion people will be living 
in 48 such countries.3

`Providing ¼ reproductive health services, and avoiding unwanted births, 
can help stabilize population numbers in rural areas, slow urban migration 
and balance natural resource use with the needs of the population.'4 

`Population is hardly the only force applying pressure to the environment 
and natural resources. But the environmental challenges humanity faces in 
the 21st century and beyond will become harder to address as the number of 
people continues to increase.'5 

Context

RH is essential to population management and environmental sustain-
ability. Providing communities with family planning services and supplies, 
helping people avoid unwanted pregnancies, and ensuring safe sexual activity, 
can stabilize rising population numbers and reduce the environmental im-
pacts caused by population growth.3 In fact, more than 120 million people in 
environmentally degraded regionsÐand as many as 46% of women in sub-
Saharan Africa4Ðwant to limit the number of children they have or space 
their child births by at least two years. However, due in part to their limited 
access to reproductive health and family planning services, supplies and in-
formation, many are unable to use contraceptives and services to do so.6, 7

1.
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What you can do

There are numerous environmental sector development programmes and 
projects that aim to reduce the pressure on natural resources through the 
promotion of alternative and sustainable livelihoods (e. g. using non-wood 
resources, consuming alternative energy, and establishing sustainable for-
estry and ® shery projects). Ensure that these programmes encompass the 
provision and availability of high-quality reproductive health services, in-
cluding a wide range of affordable and accessible contraceptives and family 
planning information.
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Reproductive health activities can increase community accept-
ance of environmental actions in places where family planning is 
seen as a more urgent need. 

Quick Facts

`Family planning programs have a successful track record of reducing un-
intended pregnancies, thereby slowing population growth.'8

Projects that integrate both environmental and reproductive health objec-
tives `can quickly and visibly respond to the priority demands of the com-
munity ¼ and gradually gain the trust of the community'. 9

Context

Many people living in regions facing environmental degradation are 
more concerned with health and family planning than the condition of 
their environment. A recent study of six RH projects in Madagascar and 
the Philippines found that providing health services in regions of high 
biodiversity Ð including family planning services Ð can improve the 
reception of environmentally-focused projects by meeting the immediate 
health and safety needs of the community ® rst.9 In addition, through 
providing essential services, a relationship of trust is gradually built between 
communities and the organisations implementing the programmes, acting as 
a foundation for future long-term projects that include both environmental 
and health objectives.

2.

What you can do

Encourage governments and other partners to combine environmental 
conservation activities with reproductive health activities. Sector develop-
ment programmes and other mechanisms should prioritise and promote 
actions that involve partnerships between environmental and reproductive 
health organisations.
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Exposure to contaminated water and synthetic chemicals (such 
as pesticides) are associated with long-term reproductive health 
risks. Communities affected by pollution need comprehensive 
reproductive health services 

Quick Facts

Where clean water is scarce, women and girls travel long distances and 
carry heavy loads to collect water. Participating in these activities during 
pregnancy introduces increased risk of premature birth or a prolapsed 
uterus.10

Exposure to harmful chemicals during pregnancy, especially radiation 
and heavy metals, can cause pregnancy failure, birth and genetic defects, 
as well as increase an infant's vulnerability to developmental de® ciencies, 
illnesses and mortality. In other words, exposure `begins in the womb'.3

Context

Women's and girls' roles in collecting water, washing clothes, cooking and 
farming exposes them to water-related diseases that affect the reproductive 
system, speci® cally infections of the lower reproductive tract in women. 
Under certain conditions, this can result in the risk of miscarriages, infant 
and childhood developmental dif® culties, or even death.10 

The exposure to harmful synthetic chemicals such as PCBs, DDT, dioxins 
and other pesticides are known to interfere with the normal hormone 
functions within the body, and are responsible for reproductive cancers, 
reduced sperm count in men, permanent infertility in both sexes, miscarriages 
and the early onset of puberty in girls. Strikingly, these harmful chemicals 
can permeate through the protective shield of the uterus, particularly when 
mothers are daily exposed to them, such as in agricultural settings where 
they either work in or near sprayed ® elds, or when they use the chemicals 
themselves.11 

Moreover, hazardous chemicals such as these are absorbed by the body, 
presenting risks to infants even after they are born. In a report issued by the 
WHO, health scientists found that `while breastfeeding is the best choice for 
infant nutrition, it is possible that mothers exposed to excessively high levels 

3.
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of pesticides can retain chemicals in their breast milk, thereby exposing their 
children'.11

Environmental pollution is known to permeate within an ecosystem 
for years, affecting communities for decades after their initial exposure. 
Improving access to clean water and environments, and alleviating and 
preventing chemical exposure, must also be accompanied by reproductive 
health services and monitoring.

What you can do

Ensure that calls for proposals and tenders addressing water pollution, 
chemical and waste management include the provision of comprehensive 
reproductive health services. Environmental sector analyses should in-
clude monitoring and reporting on reproductive health risks using gender-
disaggregated data.12
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Best Practice:
 

Bonga Forest - Integrated participatory forest management and repro-
ductive health (RH) project in southern Ethiopia. This project contrib-
utes to the preservation of the Ethiopian rainforest, while providing new 
livelihood opportunities and reproductive health services to its inhabit-
ants.
NGO: DSW, GEO sch!tzt den Regenwald, Kafa Forest Coffee Farmers 
Cooperative Union
Website: www.weltbevoelkerung.de/en/of® ces/ethiopia/projects_bonga.
shtml?navanchor=10031

Additional Resources

UNFPA: www.unfpa.org/pds/sustainability.htm
The Woodrow Wilson Center's Environmental Change and Security Program: 
www.wilsoncenter.org/index.cfm?topic_id=1413&fuseaction=topics.event_
summary&event_id=143972
Population Action International: 
www.populationaction.org/issues/environment/index.htm
Conservation International: 
www.conservation.org/xp/CIWEB/programs/population


