






SECTION IV
UNDP-UNEP Poverty-Environment Initiative

34

Making the economic case – a primer for mainstreaming environment in national development planning 2008

Key points in data compilation
As outlined in the preceding sections of the primer, a wide variety of data can be used to support the 
economic case for mainstreaming the environment into national and sectoral development processes. 
These include information which is both qualitative and quantitative, general and specific, from the 
country under consideration and from international experience. 

To a large extent the types of data that you use to back up your argument will be determined by the 
depth and purpose of your interactions with economic decision-makers, their interests and agenda, 
and the nature of the topic that you wish to address. Data needs range from “quick and dirty” figures 
(which can be quickly and easily assembled) to the results of detailed studies and analyses (which can 
require substantial time and resources to collect). 

This primer focuses primarily on situations where PEI country staff and counterparts need to prepare 
quickly for meetings with economics decision-makers and planners, and thus have to rapidly assemble 
key data, evidence and arguments. Some guidance is however given in the next part of the primer on 
commissioning more detailed studies in environment-economic-poverty linkages.

Certain general points and principles relating to the preparation of the evidence base on the contribution 
of the environment to pro-poor economic growth should be re-emphasised and reiterated:

•	 Sustainability is always a key concern. There are immediate short-term values to be gained 
from exploiting the environmental resource base. However, if this use and management is 
not sustainable, such economic and financial flows cannot be maintained over the long-term 
– and cannot be treated as a return from environmental investment. Care should be taken 
in ensuring that economic-environmental links that are expressed are based on sustainable 
management and use.

•	 When presenting specific evidence to demonstrate how environmental investment contributes 
to pro-poor economic growth, a range of both qualitative and quantitative data should be 
used. These should cover both formal, marketed income and production (the values that tend 
to be “visible” in official statistics and records) as well as those that are associated with the 
informal sector and non-marketed income and production (usually “hidden” values). 

•	 It is necessary to distinguish between sectors that depend directly on natural resources as 
their primary output, input or source of raw materials (such as forestry, fisheries, mining, and 
many industries), and sectors which rely on the broader provision of environmental services 
(such as the waterflow and quality required for hydropower and irrigation; the soil fertility 
which underpins agriculture; the landscape features which support tourism; and the water 
quality and protection against hazards which enable safe human settlement). Whereas all of 
the income, earnings, employment and so on associated with sectors that depend directly 
on natural resources can be ascribed to the environment, this is not the case for and those 
where output depends on environmental services. For the latter, expert consultation is usually 
required to determine the extent to which pro-poor economic growth indicators depend on 
environmental status.

•	 Although it is difficult to quantify the exact multiplier effect of environmental investment or 
of the spending that the environment generates, both qualitative and quantitative data should 
be provided to show how these ripple effects occur, and to express the economic importance 
of secondary and support activities that are linked to environment-based activities.

•	 Distributional aspects of the data being presented should be emphasised. As the overriding 
focus of the evidence you are presenting is to show how the environment contributes to pro-
poor economic growth, data about the economic significance of the environment to the poor 
are particularly important to your case. The way in which environmental benefits and costs 
are distributed between different groups, and the gainers and losers from environmental 
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investment and environmental degradation, should be emphasised, especially the poorest and 
most vulnerable groups. 

•	 It is important to emphasise trends and changes over time. Your evidence should not be just a 
snapshot of the current situation, but rather an explanation of how environmental investment 
will lead to improvements in pro-poor economic growth (or, conversely, that environmental 
degradation will lead to a worsening of economic growth and poverty indicators). Similarly, 
different scenarios can be presented as regards the costs and benefits of different levels 
of environmental investment. If time, resources and expertise are available, a detailed 
baseline and modelling of future scenarios can be carried out. If your evidence needs to be 
prepared more quickly, the data you are presenting should at least be explained in terms of 
the environmental implications of current trends in production and consumption, and the 
effects of macroeconomic and sectoral policies.

•	 It is important to recognise the limitations of economic arguments. Although data on the 
economic importance of the environment for pro-poor economic growth are extremely useful, 
and usually prove convincing to decision-makers, alone they are rarely sufficient to change 
policy and practice. Evidence from other disciplines, and high-level political will, are also 
required.

Where the data can be accessed
In preparing your evidence base you will typically draw on a wide variety of data sources. One of the 
main reasons that extra effort needs to be made to present the economic case for mainstreaming 
the environment into national and sectoral development processes is that the links between the 
environment and pro-poor growth are poorly documented and not well understood. A corollary of 
this is that there are as yet very few specific data which deal explicitly with environment-economy-
poverty linkages, especially quantified figures and country-level information.

Building an evidence base will typically involve both interpreting existing data in new ways (e.g. why 
watersheds matter for hydropower) and collecting and analysing new data (e.g. the dependence of 
poor households on natural resources). Where time and resources are a constraint, you will probably 
rely more on the reinterpretation of existing data. In cases where a more concerted, longer-term 
efforts is being made to build an evidence base, it may be possible to collect new data, and commission 
detailed studies to provide you with the information you need.

As in many cases the demands and opportunities to present evidence to decision-makers arise rapidly, 
with little prior notice or planning, it is often useful to take time to review available data and 
information and to compile a simple database of key facts and figures that can be drawn on as and 
when the need arises.

Existing economic, environmental and poverty statistics
Existing country economic and development statistics provide some of the richest, most useful and 
widely available sources of basic data on the environment and economy. These are listed in Table 3, 
and include government reports and yearbooks from Ministries of Finance and Economic Planning, Line 
Ministries and Central Bureaux of Statistics, as well as donor country economic and environmental 
reports. 

These published reports are in most instances easily accessible, and can be obtained online. More 
detailed or disaggregated statistics, or historical information, can usually be obtained by requesting 
raw data from the relevant departments of these agencies

These information sources contain macroeconomic and sectoral data on key economic and poverty 
indicators, and for the most part refer only to formal sector activities. In most cases some simple 
reinterpretation and additional analysis is required to provide evidence of the contribution of the 
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environment to pro-poor economic growth. Most basically, work needs to be done to single out 
particular sectors or sources of income and revenues that are linked to the environment. Detailed 
analysis (which often requires going back to the raw source data that have been used to compile these 
statistics) can be carried out if time permits, in order to provide a more sophisticated understanding 
or disaggregated data about specific environmental, economic and poverty linkages and indicators.

Information Key sources of data

Macro-economic and 
sectoral output, income, 
employment, trade and 
investment

•	 Government statistical yearbooks

•	 Annual statistical reports of Ministries of Finance and Economic Planning

•	 Annual reports of relevant line ministries

•	 Annual reports of state-owned enterprises and public utilities

•	 Provincial and District statistical yearbooks and annual economic/development reports

•	 World Bank, Multilateral Development Bank (ADB, AfDB, IADB, EBRD, etc.) and Bilateral Donor country economic reports

•	 IMF Selected Issues and Statistical Appendix reports http://www.imf.org/external/country/index.htm

•	 World Bank online databases of country economic and development statistics and “Country At A Glance” tables 
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/DATASTATISTICS 0,,contentMDK:20535285~menuPK:1192694~pagePK:64133150~piPK
:64133175~theSitePK:239419,00.html

Public revenues •	 Government public investment plans

•	 Government medium-term expenditure plans and reviews

•	 Government statistical yearbooks

Environment and poverty •	 National poverty assessments

•	 National State of the Environment Reports

•	 Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers

•	 National and sub-national income-expenditure surveys

•	 Multilateral Development Bank (ADB, AfDB, IADB, EBRD, World Bank, etc.) and Bilateral Donor country environmental assessments 

•	 UNDP annual Human Development Report and Country Human Development Reports http://hdr.undp.org/en/

•	 World Bank annual World Development Report http://www.worldbank.org/wdr2008

Table 3: existing sources of data
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Case studies on specific linkages between the environment, economy and 
poverty
Country, sector or site-level data explicitly concerned with poverty and environment and economy 
come from a wide variety of sources, and encompass both published documents and “grey” literature 
such as project reports, technical materials and academic papers.

It is difficult to generalise about where these data will exist for different countries, and a web search 
with appropriate keywords is often the most effective way of identifying relevant reports and data 
sources. Section 5 of the primer provides a list of useful references and internet resources. Other 
in-country sources of such data include socio-economic surveys carried out by government, donors 
and researchers; government, donor and private sector project appraisal, technical and evaluation 
reports; as well as Masters and PhD theses and academic papers prepared by national universities.

Several international universities, research institutes and networks have produced case studies 
on environment-economic-poverty linkages which contain valuable data. These can be accessed 
through their websites, newsletters and journals. In several regions there exist regional networks for 
development and environmental economics which produce regular research reports, policy briefs and 
conference proceedings on poverty, economics and the environment. Section 5 of the primer gives 
further guidance on accessing the websites of networks in Africa, Latin America & the Caribbean, 
Middle East & North Africa, South Asia and Southeast Asia.
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Making the case

Summary

However good the data and evidence that you collect are, they will have little impact or influence 
over decision-makers unless they are packaged carefully and communicated effectively, so as to make 
a persuasive economic case for mainstreaming the environment into national and sectoral development 
processes. This section of the primer goes through strategies that can be used to package and communicate 
evidence in a form that is credible and convincing. Key points to bear in mind are summarised in Figure 
6.
Figure 6: environmental economic assets, flows and outcomes
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Converting data to arguments
Presenting a list of figures and statistics – comprising raw or analysed data – is not the same as 
providing information. In addition to ensuring that the information you present is practical and policy-
relevant, and is communicated effectively (see the sections below), effort is required to use the data 
that you have collected to put together a well-structured argument:

•	 From the start, be clear about the points you want to make and the arguments you are trying 
to support with economic figures, statistics and examples.

•	 Think carefully about the steps in logic that are required to build this case, and summarise the 
key data which proves, demonstrates or illustrates each stage of your line of reasoning.

•	 Identify any potential inconsistencies or sources of ambiguity in the data you are putting 
together, and be prepared to defend the particular interpretations you have made and 
conclusions you have drawn.

•	 Remember that your argument revolves around the statements you are making, not the 
qualitative or quantitative data alone. Statistics and figures should used to back up and illustrate 
your reasoning, and to confirm your arguments, and always require careful explanation.

Packaging the data and making it meaningful to the policy agenda
Arguments for environmental investment will have little resonance with decision-makers if they are 
not meaningful and relevant to their concerns and interests, and to the mandates and policy goals 
they have been charged with fulfilling. Key points to bear in mind when putting together the case 
for environmental investment is that data should be packaged and presented so it is targeted, clear, 
relevant and credible:

•	 Your presentation should be well-planned and targeted. 
-	 This means having a clear idea, from the start, of the reasons why you are making an economic 

case for environmental investment, and who you are making this case to. 
-	 As a broad principle, you want to ensure that your messages reach an audience who is 

both willing and able to effect changes in policies, programmes and budgets, and in the 
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way in which national and sectoral development processes. Your target audience is the 
individuals and institutions who actually have the power to make decisions – ideally senior 
decision-makers themselves, or the people who advise the people who make decisions. In 
most cases the intended recipients of economic evidence for environmental investment are 
representatives from the ministries of Finance, Planning, Treasury, Sectoral Line Agencies and 
Local Authorities.

•	 It is important to ensure that the argument you are making is extremely clear – both to you 
and to the decision-maker(s) you are attempting to influence. 

-	 If you are confused about what exactly you want to say, and what evidence is required to back 
this up, then there is little doubt that your audience will also be confused – and unlikely to be 
convinced by your arguments.

-	 This necessitates first of all determining what you want to achieve from your interactions 
with the decision-makers, and on the basis of this thinking carefully through your approach, 
assessing the main lines of reasoning you are going to use and the key messages you want to 
convey, and then being extremely clear about the steps in this argument and the supporting 
data or evidence that are required.

•	 Keep your evidence relevant. 
-	 This means making sure that you provide only the information which is necessary to support 

your arguments. There is often a temptation to overwhelm your audience with information, 
and mention every fact collected which relates to poverty, the economy and the environment 
– which in most cases just serves to confuse the issues, and dilute the points that you are 
trying to make. Be specific, and selective with the information you prepare and share. 

-	 Particular attention should be given to presenting data on the key sectors, services and indicators 
that matter to policy goals in the country that is being discussed, to the sector or background 
that the decision-maker you are speaking to comes from, and to topical issues which are at 
the forefront of public policy or news. Speaking to a representative from the Agriculture 
Ministry, for example, may warrant emphasising the economic significance of croplands and 
pasturelands, of the ecosystems which contain wild plant relatives and pollinator insects, 
and the forest ecosystems that protect catchments that supply irrigation water. In contrast, 
a member of the Ministry of Finance or Economic Planning may find it most convincing to be 
told about the links between environmental assets, flows of goods and services, and outcomes 
and indicators that relate to the overall health of the economy, and from sectors which have 
been prioritised for particular policy attention or as key areas of growth.

•	 The evidence you present must be credible. 
-	 This requires being confident about the veracity and accuracy of the data that you are using, 

and making sure your own logic and workings are correct. 
-	 In most cases, decision-makers will find information more convincing when it is based on real-

world experiences and data, preferably drawn from the country or sector that they represent. 
Examples from other sectors or parts of the world can be useful in illustrating general points 
and backing up country-specific arguments, but should be used selectively.

-	 Your own credibility as an advocate of environmental investment also matters – and in some 
situations you may not be the best, or the only, person to present the economic case for 
mainstreaming the environment into national and sectoral development processes. There is 
often a great deal of value in seeking the support of a “champion” to help prepare or present 
your arguments – somebody who has influence and credibility with the decision-maker your 
are talking to, such as a well-known expert on the topic, a professional with an economics or 
finance background, or a senior official from the public policy or political arena. 

-	 It should also be noted that the involvement of key people from the decision-maker’s own 
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ministry or agency in the preparation and presentation of the economic case for environmental 
investment can often pay dividends in ensuring that the arguments presented are considered 
credible by your audience. If decision-makers feel they have been involved in the process, 
and it accurately reflects their perspectives and interests, they are far more likely to have an 
interest in taking its results into account when they make decisions.

Communicating the evidence
However good your data, evidence and arguments are, they will have little impact if they are not 
heard, understood and acted on. Effective communication of the economic case for mainstreaming 
the environment into national and sectoral development processes is essential, and wherever possible 
you should endeavour to engage the assistance of communications professionals who can help you to 
convey your messages successfully. Although the most appropriate way to communicate your messages 
to decision-makers will of course depend on the country, sector and target audience with whom you 
are working, general principles to follow include:

•	 A combination of verbal presentation and written materials and are usually required – the 
former to engage the decision-maker’s immediate attention, and the latter to provide 
them with material to take away and share with others or to brief themselves prior to your 
meeting.

•	 Your verbal presentation should be succinct, concise and well illustrated. 
-	 Powerpoint presentations are a valuable media for imparting information, but they are only 

tools for getting a particular message across. The ultimate impact of your presentation 
depends on your ability to deliver your messages clearly and to retain the engagement and 
interest of your audience. 

-	 In most instances, the more visual representations of your evidence and messages you can 
provide, the easier it is for your audience to absorb and understand the messages you are 
presenting to them. Simple diagrams, charts and graphs, and short case studies which illustrate 
how a key message actually plays out in the real world, can usually make points much more 
clearly than lengthy speeches, and have the additional advantage that they are more likely to 
stick in the audience’s memory after the event.

•	 Lengthy technical reports are not usually effective ways of getting messages across. 
-	 Decision-makers are busy people with many topics and issues occupying them. Your concern 

is just one of many that they are considering, and it is unlikely that they will have either the 
time or the interest to distil information and recommendations from a long document. 

-	 The evidence collected should be summarised in a short 2-3 page brief, clearly outlining the 
key messages and recommendations you want to put across. 

-	 As with verbal presentations, real-world case studies, diagrams and charts provide an effective 
and attractive means of transmitting written information.

•	 Provide opportunities for follow-up, which allow the decision-maker you are interacting with 
to obtain additional information or seek clarification after your meeting. 

-	 More detailed technical information on the topics you have been discussing should be available, 
and these references given at the time of the meeting. This may be a website, a set of in-
depth technical reports, or arrangements for a second meeting – for the decision-makers 
themselves, or which their staff can follow up on.

-	 Do not expect a decision-maker to always make the first move in contacting you to follow up 
on issues: be proactive in following up meetings with emails, phone calls and other reminders 
so as to ensure that your recommendations stay at the forefront of decision-makers’ minds 
and agendas.
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Recognising the limitations of economic arguments
Economic arguments, data and decision-makers are influential in shaping development and economic 
agendas, and in influencing how land, resource and investment choices are made. There are, however, 
not the sole influence: many other factors determine decision-making, and shape policy, implementation 
and budget agendas. A wide range of technical, institutional, social and political goals and arguments 
must also be considered, and weighed against environmental economic concerns. 

Multiple stakeholders, institutions, interests and agendas impinge on environmental and economic 
decision-making – and it cannot always be assumed that public decision-makers always act solely in the 
public interest. Rather, the economic case for environmental investment is usually being presented in 
situations where decision-makers are balancing multiple needs and interests, and are subject to many 
(and sometimes conflicting) mandates and influences. As described at the beginning of this primer, the 
concept of trade-offs and competing demands on the environment and natural resources is key – and 
providing the economic and development arguments for environmental investment may in some cases 
be seen as undermining the current status quo and ways of making decisions.

Making the economic case is therefore rarely sufficient, alone, to influence decision-making in favour 
of the environment. It does, however, present a series of arguments which are based around indicators 
and policy goals which have resonance with decision-makers in Finance Ministries, Treasuries, Sectoral 
Line Agencies and Local Authorities. It also permits the environment to be considered on a more equal 
basis with other sectors when policies are formulated, land and resource choices made, investments 
planned and budgets allocated.
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List of key terms, references and websites

There is now a growing body of literature on environmental aspects of pro-poor economic growth. 
Key references are given below which contain particularly useful data or case studies which have 
potential use for making an economic case for mainstreaming the environment into national and 
sectoral development processes – overall, or for specific countries and sectors.

There is such a huge number of publications on the economic value of the environment, the costs 
of environmental degradation and the links between environment and poverty for key sectors, sites 
and countries, that they cannot all be included in this document. This reference list contains only 
publications relating specifically to economics, the environment and poverty.

Glossary of key economic terms used in the document
Asset Property or goods having commercial, exchange or earning value that are 

owned by a business, institution or individual.
Capital Accumulated money, goods or wealth owned by a person or organization 

or invested, lent, or borrowed, which is used to produce income or other 
services. Economists commonly describe capital as one of the four essential 
ingredients of economic activity, alongside land, labour and enterprise. Capital 
may take many forms, for example physical or built, human, social, financial, 
institutional and natural.

Economic growth Sustained increases in the real GDP of an economy over time, the increase in 
a country’s capacity to produce goods and services which brings about a rise in 
national output, income and standards of living.

Environmental 
investment

In this document, the effort, attention and material support accorded to 
environmental sustainability in public budgets, policies and planning. This 
includes ensuring that sufficient government funds are allocated to the 
agencies responsible for environmental management and conservation; that 
environmental goals are prioritised and incorporated into (and not undermined 
by) macroeconomic and sectoral policies and the instruments that are used to 
achieve them; and that economic and development projects and programmes 
factor environmental costs and benefits into their calculations, and do not 
impact negatively on the environment.

Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP)

A measure of economic activity in a country. Defined by the World Bank as the 
sum of gross value added, at purchaser prices converted at market exchange 
rates to current US Dollars, by all resident producers in the economy plus any 
product taxes (less subsidies) not included in the valuation of output. It is 
calculated without deducting for depreciation of fabricated capital assets or 
for depletion and degradation of natural resources.

Multiplier effect The ratio of change in an endogenous variable to the change in an exogenous 
variable: usually refers to the way in which a change in spending produces an 
even larger change in total spending, income, output, employment, etc.

Pro-poor 
economic growth

According to the OECD, this concept focuses attention on the extent to 
which poor women and men are able to participate in, contribute to, and 
benefit from economic growth, as measured by changes in the incomes of the 
households in which they live and the assets they and their children acquire to 
earn higher incomes in the future.

Return The reward for undertaking business or investments, including cash profits, 
income or non-material benefits.
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General references on the environment and pro-poor economic growth
Bass, S. and P. Steele, 2006, Managing the Environment for Development and to Sustain Pro-poor 

Growth. IDS Bulletin 37(3): 7-16
Bass, S., 2006, Making Poverty Reduction Irreversible: development implications of the Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment. IIED Briefing Paper, International Institute for Environment and 
Development, London.

Dasgupta, P., 1997, Environmental and Resource Economics in the World of the Poor. Resources for the 
Future, Washington DC.

DFID, 2004, Contribution of the environment and natural resources to pro-poor growth: a checklist 
examining these issues within a poverty reduction strategy. Policy Division How To Note, UK 
Department for International Development, London.

Drakenberg, O., Mattson, K.D., Dahlberg, E., Paulsen, S., Andresson, J. and E. Wickström, forthcoming, 
Money matters: Making the economic case for improved management of environment and 
natural resources management in national development planning. Department of Economics, 
Göteborg University.

Duraiappah, A., 1996, Poverty and Environmental Degradation: a Literature Review and Analysis. 
CREED Working Paper Series No 8, International Institute for Environment and Development, 
London.

Economist, 2008, How green is their growth? The Economist online, Jan 24th 2008
Emerton, L., 2008, Investing in ecosystems as poverty reduction infrastructure. International Union 

for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Gland.
GRID-Arenal, 2008, Environment and Poverty Times #5: Pro-poor growth issue. United Nations 

Environment Programme, Nairobi.
Hansen, S., 2007, The Economic Case for Investing in Environment A Review of Policies, Practice and 

Impacts of relevance to Norwegian Partner Countries. Norad Report 6a/2007 Discussion, Oslo.
IUCN, 2006, Investing in Environmental Wealth for Poverty Reduction: Annotated Bibliography. Prepared 

on behalf of the Poverty-Environment Partnership, IUCN The World Conservation Union, Gland.
OECD, 2008, Pro-Poor Growth and Natural Resources: the Economics and Politics. Development 

Cooperation Directorate, Development Assistance Committee, OECD, Paris
Reed, D., 2004, WWF - Poverty is Not a Number, Environment is Not a Butterfly. Macoreconomics for 

Sustainable Development Program Office, WorldWide Fund for Nature, Washington DC.
World Bank, 2006, Where is the Wealth of Nations Measuring Capital for the 21st Century. World Bank, 

Washington DC
World Resources Institute (WRI) in collaboration with United Nations Development Programme, United 

Nations Environment Programme, and World Bank, 2005, World Resources 2005: The Wealth of 
the Poor – Managing Ecosystems to Fight Poverty. WRI, Washington DC.
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Websites which contain data and case studies on the economic contribution 
of the environment to pro-poor economic growth
Centre for Environmental Economics and Policy in Africa publications: 

http://www.ceepa.co.za/
Conservation International environmental valuation case study database: 

http://www.consvalmap.org/
Ecosystem valuation website: 

http://www.ecosystemvaluation.org./
EcoValue: 

http://ecovalue.uvm.edu/evp/default.asp
Environment and Economy Programme for Southeast Asia publications: 

http://www.idrc.ca/en/ev-23223-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html
Environment for Development initiative publications: 

http://www.efdinitiative.org/research/publications
Environmental valuation and cost benefit analysis website: 

http://www.costbenefitanalysis.org/
Environmental Valuation Reference Inventory: 

http://www.evri.ca/english/default.htm
IUCN biodiversity economics online library: 

http://biodiversityeconomics.org/library/index.html
Latin America and Caribbean Environmental Economics Programme publications: 

http://www.laceep.org/
Middle East and North Africa Network for Environmental Economics publications:  

http://www.bibalex.org/MENANEE/Home/StaticPage.aspx?page=15
Nature Valuation and Financing Network: 
	 http://www.eyes4earth.org/casebase/fulltext.shtml?x=537)
New South Wales Government searchable environmental valuation database: 

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/envalue/
Poverty Environment Partnership publications: 

http://www.povertyenvironment.net/pep/
Poverty Reduction and Environmental Management (PREM) programme publications: 

http://www.prem-online.org/index.php?p=publications&a=project
South Asia Network for Development and Environmental Economics publications: 

http://www.sandeeonline.org/
United Nations Statistical Division searchable archive of publications on environmental-economic 

accounting: 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/envaccounting/ceea/archive/Introduction.asp

World Bank environmental economics and indicators publications: 
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/ENVIRONMENT/EXTEEI/




