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CREATING ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY

SIERRA LEONE:
SCHOOLKIDS COMBAT  
CLIMATE CHANGE

A group 
of teenage 
boys sit in a 
classroom 
having a lively, 
informed 
conversation 
about climate 
change – how 
local weather 
patterns are 

shifting, disrupting the planting and gathering 
of crops, and all that this means for their 
community.

The boys, like several thousand other children 
in Sierra Leone, are taking part in an innovative 
educational programme funded by UKaid from 
DFID and delivered by Plan UK. The programme 
aims to prepare young people for climate 
change and give them practical skills and small 
amounts of funding to combat it.

Unlike much of Africa, Sierra Leone’s climate 
change risks are mainly man-made. It suffers 
from accelerating deforestation, from 30 years 
of logging, mining and land conversion (such 
as for cattle grazing), plus the damage from the 
civil war of the 1990s. 

Front of mind for these boys is their school’s 
vulnerability to the heavy storms which buffet 
it each rainy season. ”Every year, we were 
afraid that our school was under serious threat 
of losing its roof,” says Lansana Saffa, a pupil at 
the Ahmadiyya Secondary School in Kailahun, 
in the east of the country. “We used the $1,000 
[from Plan UK] to nurse acacia trees and later 
planted them around our school, so that, when 
they grew, they trapped the wind and the roof 
could no longer be blown off.”

In other parts of the country, the programme 
has backed the planting of trees for shade (to 
protect water sources and vegetation), and has 
trained children to build energy-saving stoves 
in their kitchens, to help reduce consumption 
of firewood previously plundered from forests.

Around 53 children’s groups and 51 schools 
in Sierra Leone have benefitted from the 
programme, which is part of a wider Plan 
UK project including the Philippines, El 
Salvador, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Ecuador and 
Cambodia. It is based on the belief that young 
people should be actively involved in reducing 
the risk of climate-related disasters – a role 
that should be recognised internationally.

“My involvement in this tree planting 
exercise has helped me to develop an interest 
in protecting my environment,” says Lansana 
Saffa. “I see that we can solve problems of 
disaster in our communities ourselves.” 

sustainable management
The Millennium Development Goals recognise 
that environmental sustainability is a vital part 
of global economic and social well-being – that 
we have to find ways to live sustainably and 
healthily on our planet. This means managing 
more carefully forests, land, water and fisheries 
– for example supporting poor communities to 
steward forested land over generations and not 
be forced to raze it in a single generation. 

Water’s multiple benefits
Providing clean and accessible water doesn’t 
only mean reducing unnecessary illness and 
death, it also means young children don’t spend 
hours every morning traipsing miles to carry 
water back to the family home. They can go to 
school instead.

CLIMATE CHANGE NOW A FACTOR
Climate change has the potential to undermine, 
or worse still, reverse progress towards the 
MDGs. Climate change and poverty need to 
be tackled together – they are inextricably 
linked. If we are to halve global poverty by 2015 
developing countries will need help to ensure 
they adopt green development pathways and 
that they adapt to deal with the impacts of 
climate change.

DEVELOPMENT WITH A LONG VIEW
If a school has no separate sanitation facilities, 
the chances are that girls will stay at home.  
If a school does and a girl attends, not only will 
she receive an education but she will take her 
education home – and tell her mother that if 
they wash their hands and boil their water,  
they won’t get so sick. 

Water ahead of sanitation
The world, except sub-Saharan Africa, is on 
track to meet the MDG target on water, but not 
the sanitation target. While 87% of the global 
population now uses an improved source of 
drinking water (77% in 1990) still 884 million 
people do not. While more than 2.6 billion 
people remain without decent sanitation – 
almost 1.8 billion of them in Asia.

Knock-on effect
Increasing access to water and sanitation 
underpins success on many of the other 
Millennium Development Goals, in particular  
on improving health and access to education.

Sustainable all round
All development initiatives, from agriculture 
to manufacturing, need to be sustainable – low 
on carbon emissions, and good for human and 
animal welfare, and environmentally sound. 

Halving the proportion of people with no 
safe drinking water and sanitation; reducing 
biodiversity loss; protecting the environment.

� Costa Rica prevented the loss 
of 720 sq km of forests in 

biodiversity priority areas and 
avoided the emission of 11m tons 
of carbon, in six years. 

By 2006, 80% of the rural 
population in Ghana had 

access to an improved drinking 
water source, an increase of 43% 
on 1990 levels.

In Mali, the percentage of the 
population with access to 

improved sanitation rose from 
35% in 1990 to 45% in 2006.

Guatemala has increased its 
investment in water and 

sanitation resources since 1990. 
access to improved drinking 
water had risen from 79% to 96% 
in 2006 and Access to improved 
sanitation from 70% to 84%.

The proportion of people 
living in Senegal’s cities with 

access to improved water reached 
93% in 2006.

GOAL 7



Malawi: a boy 
drinking clean  
water from a pump.  
© Giacomo Pirozzi/Panos
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All development initiatives 
– from agriculture to 
manufacturing – need to  
be sustainable. 

Millennium Development Goals
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CREATING  
A GLOBAL  
DEVELOPMENT  
PARTNERSHIP 

Poor countries will escape poverty if they 
achieve economic growth. Trading up and 
out means producing what people want to 
buy, and getting access to customers. 

Making a fair global trading system built 
on good governance and focused on least 
developed nations with improved debt-relief 
and development assistance.

GOAL 8



� Over $117bn of unpayable debt has been written 
off through the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries 

(HIPC) Initiative and Multilateral Debt Relief Initiative 
(MDRI).

� Money devoted to reducing poverty in countries 
that receive assistance from the HIPC Initiative 

rose from $5,952bn in 1999 to $26,697bn in 2008. 

� Twenty-six of these indebted countries have 
received 100% debt cancellation at the World 

Bank, IMF and African Development Bank through  
the MDRI.

Debt relief brings tangible benefits: In Benin, 
rural primary health care and HIV programmes 

have been improved; in Tanzania, primary school fees 
were abolished; in Mozambique children were 
offered free immunisation; in Uganda 2.2 million 
people gained access to clean water.

GROWING TOGETHER
Taken together the eight Millennium Goals 
represent a global partnership to fight poverty 
and boost development. This final goal 
underlines this partnership by emphasising:
1. �The responsibility of poor countries to work 

towards achieving them – ensuring greater 
accountability to citizens and efficient use of 
resources. 

2. �The onus on rich countries to deliver too – 
with more effective aid, debt relief and fairer 
trade rules. 

Global challenges
Some challenges have to be faced globally 
and this goal focuses on aid, trade and debt 
as well as creating access to life-saving drugs 
and new communication technologies at 
affordable prices. As when China, India, Iran and 
Uzbekistan succeeded in halving private sector 
prices for generic medicines. 

Aid
While aid continues to rise, only five countries 
had achieved the UN target of 0.7% of 
Gross National Income by 2009 – Denmark, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway and 
Sweden. 

Access to markets
Poor countries will escape poverty if they 
achieve economic growth. Trading up and out 
means producing what people want to buy 
and getting access to customers. Developing 
countries and least developed countries (LDCs) 
are gradually getting more access to the markets 
of developed countries. But for the LDCs, the 
increase was marginal. A global trade deal is 
vital to accelerate this process.

Dealing with debt
A country’s external debt burden affects its 
creditworthiness and vulnerability to economic 
shocks. Better debt management, the expansion 
of trade and – for the poorest countries – 
substantial debt relief have reduced the debt 
burden.

Information is power
Information and communications technology 
(ICT) continues to expand. Growth is strongest 
of all in the developing world, where, by the 
end of last year penetration had passed 50%. 
The mobile phone offers new communications 
opportunities to regions that used to be 
without access to ICT. In sub-Saharan Africa, 
for example, while only 1% of the population 
has a landline, 30% have a mobile. Mobile 
technology is also now being used for a plethora 
of applications, including text messaging, 
m-banking and disaster management. 

Kenya: 
Milking the benefits 

In Kenya, milk is big business. Dairy products 
are the largest item of household expenditure, 
and annual milk consumption is five times 
higher than other east African countries. But 
the milk chain is dominated by independent, 
‘informal’ producers and retailers, with 
almost 86% of the market share. ‘Raw’, 
unpasteurised milk is produced by small-
scale farmers and sold door-to-door or in milk 
bars. The price is lower than factory produced 
milk which is good news for poor customers, 
and farmers generally get higher prices than 
from large-scale dairies. 

But under the old colonial dairy policy, 
informal vendors couldn’t get licenced 
and were frequently harassed as powerful 
dairy market players sought to protect their 
interests. The Smallholder Dairy Project (SDP), 
supported by UKaid from DFID, provided 
evidence of the economic value of the informal 
sector and highlighted the potential to ensure 
quality. Its research found that smallholder 
dairy farming in Kenya supports 800,000 
farmers – including many female-headed 
households – and generates an additional 
35,000 full-time jobs in milk collection, 
transportation, processing, and sales. 

Their evidence, along with the advocacy 
of organisations which gave a voice to poor, 
small-scale milk vendors (SSMVs), persuaded 
the government to shift its policy. SSMVs can 
now be licenced and, importantly, trained in 
milk handling, processing and marketing. All 
of which improves milk quality. 

Around 4,000 SSMVs, employing 10,000 
people, have now been trained and certified by 

the Kenya Dairy Board, while field regulators 
ensure that licenced outlets and premises 
meet hygiene standards, testing requirements 
and sanitation. 

 “Things have changed a lot,” says Virginia 
Wamaitha of the Katito milk traders group. 
“Before we were enemies of all the regulatory 
bodies, the police, the Kenya Dairy Board, the 
public health inspectors. But now we have 
come together, we have been trained… [and] 
there has been a drastic reduction in milk 
rejected by customers. We feel proud of the 
milk we are delivering to the consumers.” 

“When I started I never knew how to handle 
milk,” says Gabriel Karanja (pictured), who 
sells milk door-to-door by bicycle. “But after 
training I don’t get losses now. The milk 
business has improved a lot… Although 
we pay the Dairy Board permit, transport 
permit… I trade more milk now.” 

Licensing and certifying milk vendors has 
benefited the Kenyan economy by around 
$33.5m a year and there are plans to pursue 
similar regulations in Rwanda, Tanzania  
and Uganda. 

Millennium Development Goals

Ghana: these cocoa beans will find 
themselves in Fairtrade chocolate in 
the UK, sustaining Ghanaian farmers. 
© Aubrey Wade/Panos
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